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Abstract
Outdoor-based experiential training (OBET) programs are a popular option for leadership
development. However, few qualitative studies have explored the structural and textural factors
within these programs that contribute to the leadership development of businesswomen who
participate in them. This qualitative phenomenological study used a constructivist epistemology
to explore the experiences of a sample of women who, during 2018 and 2019, participated in a
five-day OBET program for leadership development sponsored by their employer. Gender
schema theory served as a theoretical framework to consider the research questions: 1) How do
women experience leadership development in an OBET program? 2) What experiences do
women have within an OBET program that influence their leadership development? and 3) What
gender-related experiences do women in an OBET program have that shape their development as
leaders? Data were collected from in-depth qualitative interviews, artistic expressions of high
and low points of the program, and letters written by participants to an anonymous future
female program participant. These data sources were analyzed for themes using a
transcendental phenomenological approach and were triangulated for trustworthiness. Two
essences were distilled from the themes: 1) development, personal and professional, occurs
when challenge is embraced, and 2) gender norms influence development both positively and
negatively. Implications for instructional designers and facilitators are discussed as well as
recommendations for future studies. This study hopes to advance dialog about women’s
experiences in leadership development programs that help or hinder their development as
leaders.
Keywords: Women’s leadership development, outdoor-based experiential training,
Gender Schema Theory, adventure-based leadership development programs.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Outdoor-based experiential training (OBET) programs trace their roots to the Outward
Bound School developed by Kurt Hahn in 1941 for World War II sailor training (Miner &
Boldt, 2002). Hahn was asked to solve the problem of low survival rates of sailors after
finding the classroom-based maritime skills training they received failed to transfer
adequately to real life-or-death situations. Hahn responded with an experiential training
regimen that emphasized the use of outdoor environments in tandem with teaching principles
to develop technical skills needed for survival. This outdoor experience was called “outward
bound,” the phrase sailors used when leaving a safe harbor for an expedition (Schneier et al.,
1994). In 1962, the Outward Bound School opened its first expeditionary program in the
United States and the programs became a popular means of developing character, selfconfidence, and leadership in young people (Buller & McEvoy, 1990).
Outdoor-based experiential training programs influenced by the Outward Bound
School have formalized and proliferated with the formation of organizations such as the
National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) and the National Center for Outdoor and
Adventure Education (NCOAE). Further evidence of advancement of outdoor-based
experiential programs is the establishment of the Association for Experiential Education
(AEE) which serves as an accrediting body for outdoor-based experiential programs and
facilitators. It publishes the Manual of Accreditation Standards for Adventure Programs
(Austin et al., 2018) and the international peer-reviewed Journal of Experiential Education
(JEE), a forum for the empirical and theoretical study of experiential learning in various
applications. These OBET entities and their partners have expanded outdoor-based education
to include youth groups, university systems, and corporate training groups, who see value in
1

using nature’s unpredictable setting to facilitate learning of leadership skills (Priest & Gass,
2017).
Outdoor education was defined in 1958 as “education in, about, and for the outdoors”
(Donaldson & Donaldson, 1958, p. 63). This definition was updated by Priest, in 1986, who
defined it as “an experiential process of learning by doing, which takes place primarily
through exposure to the out-of-doors” (p. 13) and emphasizes relationships between people
and natural resources.
Hahn’s training for sailors included learning to manipulate ropes on the riggings used to
climb the masts of large sailing ships (Martin et al., 2006), and this element has been retained in
current programs. Today’s ropes courses include low-challenge and high-challenge types of
ropes courses (Gillis & Speelman, 2008). Low-challenge ropes courses utilize team members
to serve as spotters for ground-level support, while high-challenge ropes courses require a
belay support team because the courses are 10 or more feet off the ground (Priest & Gass,
2005). High-challenge ropes courses can involve rock wall climbing, tree climbing, zip lining,
kayaking, and mountaineering to create physical and mental challenges that foster individual
leadership skills and promote group development (Rohnke et al., 2007).
Garge (2016) noted that OBET programs have been readily adopted by business
organizations as a viable way to train managers and leaders because of the success of these
programs. For corporate education, OBET programs require business leaders to trade their
office settings and desktop work tools for a natural outdoors setting and climbing tools such
as ropes, harnesses, head protection, carabiner clamps, and hiking sticks to build individual
leader competencies and team leadership capacity. Individual leader competencies such as
managing through ambiguity, driving for results, and problem solving are considered
foundational to leadership and managerial success (Lombardo & Eichinger, 2010). Leadership
2

capacity, described by Day, Harrison, and Halpin (2009) is the knowledge, skills, and
attitudes associated with the ability to engage in leadership. These and similar competencies
are used to establish the instructional objectives of OBET programs.
OBET programs are available to a range of audiences and have been studied for various
applications, including lasting impacts in youth (Asfeldt & Hvenegaard, 2014), learning
impacts on college students (Harper & Webster, 2017), as complementary to classroom
learning environments (Richmond et al., 2017), and for life effectiveness skills in adult
learners (Bloemhoff, 2016). However, there are few studies that examine the experiences of
businesswomen developing as leaders in these programs.
Businesswomen seeking to advance their careers into progressively higher levels of
leadership look for opportunities to develop through experiences, exposure, and education. When
these opportunities are minimal for women, it can reduce their likelihood of promotion (Ely et
al., 2011). This may contribute to women being less likely than men to be considered leaders and
candidates for leadership positions. The percentage of women in senior leadership roles globally
illustrates this. In 2019, Eastern Europe had 32% women in senior leadership roles, Asia Pacific
region had 28%, the European Union also had 28%, North America had 31%, and Latin America
had 25% (Catalyst, 2019). A closer look at the gender gap in leadership positions across U.S.based organizations showed that 29 women held the position of CEO at Standard & Poor 500
companies as of 2019 (Catalyst, 2020). Business organizations recognize that equity is a concern
and that the gender gap needs to be closed. They have responded by making leadership
development a critical imperative and have expanded their efforts with strategies that have a
special focus on women (Madsen & Andrade, 2018). OBET programs are one such strategy.
OBET programs that are grounded both in gender theories and leadership theories can
have a positive influence on women’s leadership development and persistence in leadership roles
3

(Ely et al., 2011). However, some researchers have documented that gender stereotypes and
gendered communication in OBET programming have had a negative effect on women’s
engagement in these programs as well as their development as leaders. A Delphi study of a
mixed-gender OBET program found a hidden curriculum containing gendered messages that led
to “values, attitudes, and embedded practices that disadvantage women” (Warren et al., 2019, p.
151). The messages included prioritization of predominantly male values, linguistic sexism, and
gender-insensitive choices of words and phrases, some of which may be considered slang but
that nevertheless reinforce gender stereotypes. These include terms such as “attack the trail”
which connotes masculine-oriented domination or “girly” when referring to activities that are
less physically taxing.
Frameworks that reinforce the archetypal message that women should act like men
(Mitten & Woodruff, 2009) have been adopted and readily used in OBET programming, which
has historically been male dominated (Karoff et al., 2019). The ways in which gender shapes
women’s leadership development and experiences within OBET programs have not been studied
in depth. The result is the continuation of OBET programs that maintain gender role expectations
(Humberstone, 2000). Coherent, theoretically based frameworks for OBET programs that
consider leadership and gender issues, as well as the unique needs of women developing as
leaders, must be created. This effort begins with gathering and analyzing the unique experiences
of women within OBET programs. The outcomes can guide instructional designers and program
facilitators to improve OBET programs and other leadership development experiences for men
and for women.
Problem of Practice Statement
While OBET programs offer a promising approach to developing leaders, the design,
development, and implementation of these programs has apparently failed to account for the
4

unique needs of women participants. Overholt and Ewert (2015) provided important direction
in their explanation that “the key to gender research lies not in constructing differences, but in
determining how much they really matter” (p. 43). A broad survey of over 30 years of
research literature (Gipson et al., 2017) revealed that women in business experience genderrelated issues in selection, development, leadership style, and performance. Other researchers
have explored and tested strategies to address the issue of gender differences in leadership
development programs specifically. For example, Ely and Meyerson (2000) discussed a fixthe-women approach. This approach acknowledges the importance of gender, but it locates the
problem in women, assuming they need to be socialized and adopt a male perspective of
leadership in order to compete in the world of men.
Another approach is based on the thinking that gender does not or should not matter
for leadership development. It proposes an add-women-and-stir approach to standard
programs generally written for men (Martin & Myerson, 1998). These frameworks, while
offering a way to include women in leadership development plans and programs,
unfortunately either do not consider the unique needs of women or they identify women as
inadequate. In response, Ely et al. (2011) developed a framework based on identity theory that
promotes agency and acknowledges gender dynamics that are present in leadership. This is
evidence that while scholarship on the leadership of women continues to progress and
frameworks continue to be developed, a theoretically grounded framework for OBET
programs that include women developing as business leaders still does not exist. The
development of such a framework, as noted above, begins with understanding how women
experience leadership development within OBET programs and “determining how much
[gender] really matter[s]” (Overholt & Ewert, 2015, p. 43).
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Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to better understand the phenomenon of
leadership development for women by studying the experiences of a purposeful sampling of
women business leaders who experienced an outdoor-based experiential training program.
Leadership development is generally defined as a process that facilitates the continual and longterm growth of knowledge and skills needed to achieve individual, group, or organizational
objectives (Allen & Roberts, 2011), and to exhibit good character, to be a catalyst for change,
and to shape the future. Leadership development is inclusive of the process that enables
individuals to energize others to action toward agreed-upon goals and build capacity to deliver
results.
Given evidence that leadership development and outdoor experiences can be gendered
(Warren, 2016), Bem’s (1981) gender schema theory was used to guide this study because it
illuminates gendered experiences at the intrapersonal, interpersonal, and program level that may
play a part in what and how women experience leadership development in OBET programs. It
intersects with other gender-focused leadership development theories, such as the effect of
unconscious bias and conscious or even deliberate biases toward women. Ely et al. (2011)
defined this as “the powerful yet often invisible barriers to women’s advancement that arise from
cultural beliefs about gender, as well as workplace structures, practices, and patterns of
interaction that inadvertently favor men” (p. 475).
I conducted this study to learn about the experiences of seven women who experienced
the same OBET program. The study participants identified as cisgender women (whose
experiences may have differed from those of transwomen), and who experienced the same
company-sponsored OBET program between 2018 and 2019. The collected experiences were
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distilled to a composite description of the essence of what they experienced (textural
descriptions) and how they experienced it (structural descriptions).
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study was Bem’s (1981) gender schema theory (GST).
Bem’s theory explains how individuals develop or acquire as children sex-defined characteristics
that influence their cognitive and categorical processing of gender throughout their lifetime.
Using GST to examine what experiences women participants have in an OBET program and how
they experienced them facilitates the expression of gendered aspects of their experience. Two
mechanisms that connect gender schema to behavior are used. The first is the encoding of
information about same-sex versus opposite-sex activities. The program under study required
participation by both sexes and there were no designated same-sex activities, although some
activities have better outcomes when people of similar height, weight, and build are paired which
may result in a same-sex activity. The second is the motivation to behave in alignment with
gender norms. This may be visible in activities where men make allowances for women either at
a woman’s request, as an unconscious courtesy, or with some other motivation. An example is
allowing a woman to do tasks indoors during inclement weather. These experiences can then be
connected to individual perspectives of leadership development.
Research Questions
This study focused on three central research questions. They were:
•

Research Question 1: How do women experience leadership development in an OBET
program?

•

Research Question 2: What experiences do women have within an OBET program that
influence their leadership development?
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•

Research Question 3: What gender-related experiences do women in an OBET program
have that shape their development as leaders?
Definitions
The following terms were pertinent to this study.

Outdoor-based experiential training (OBET). This term is expressed as “an experiential
process of learning by doing, which takes place primarily through exposure to the out-ofdoors” that maintains an emphasis on relationships between people and natural resources.
(Priest, 1986, p. 13).
Belay equipment. Belay devices are used by rope, wall, and rock climbers to exert tension on
a climbing rope to reduce how far a climber might fall and to maintain control using friction.
This equipment includes pulleys, carabiners, chest harnesses, and sit harnesses (Arthur, 2006).
Belay team. A group of people at ground level who use static and dynamic ropes and belay
equipment to control climber slips and falls (Arthur, 2006).
Static ropes. Ropes designed to offer minimal elasticity and stretch to give climbers more
security against slips and falls (Arthur, 2006).
Dynamic ropes. Ropes designed for stretch capabilities that give climbers security and
flexibility while climbing (Arthur, 2006).
Leader competencies. Knowledge, skills, abilities, and personal characteristics of successful
leaders (Lombardo & Eichinger, 2010).
Leadership capacity. The knowledge, skills, and attitudes associated with the ability to engage
in leadership (Day, Harrison, & Halpin, 2009).
Leadership development. Leadership development is generally defined as a process that
facilitates the continual and long-term growth of knowledge and skills needed to achieve
individual, group, or organizational objectives (Allen & Roberts, 2011).
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Personal Leadership Development Plan (LDP). Personal Leadership Development Plans
use objectives to set, track, and evaluate individual leadership development (Nelson &
Ortmeier, 2011).
Gender. Though sometimes used interchangeably with sex, gender refers to the social
classification of what is considered female and what is considered male (Oakley, 1972/1985).
Cisgender. Cisgender individuals correspond their gender with their birth sex. This term traces
its roots to the mid-1990s during campaigns for recognition and rights for transgender people
(McGeeney & Harvey, 2015).
Transgender. A term used for people whose gender identity, expression, or behavior is different
from those typically associated with their assigned sex at birth (Altilio & Otis-Green, 2011, p.
380).
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Many OBET programs now include women participants even though the programs,
historically, have been designed for men (Warren, 2016). This raises the question about the
role gender might play as women experience these programs for leadership development. To
investigate further, this literature review begins with a definition of leadership articulated by
experts and scholars and a look at some of the most successful women leaders from ancient to
modern history. It then reports on gender gaps in leadership, leadership development in
organizations, and OBET leadership development programs, followed by a description of the
unique needs of women developing as leaders in organizations. Bem’s (1981) gender schema
theory is used to establish context and language for conscious and unconscious gender biases
that may occur. The literature review concludes with an articulation of the problem and the
lack of research examining how leadership development within OBET programs may be
influenced by gender-related interactions and potentially gendered curricula.
Seven study participants were asked to share their lived experiences, as participants of
an OBET program, to gain their perspectives about what they experienced in the program and
how they experienced it. The results will inform program developers and instructional
designers about the role gender may play in leadership development in OBET programs and
how these programs can be designed and facilitated more effectively for women participants.
The outcomes may also be a foundation for future research aimed at building theoretically
grounded frameworks for OBET programs for women’s leadership development. This twofold purpose aligns with current thought leader assertions that designers of these programs for
women must have knowledge and experience in leadership, gender, adult learning and
organizational change (Bierema, 2017), and be guided by current research and theory
(Madsen, 2018).
10

Leadership Defined
The number of theories formulated over centuries about what leadership is indicates how
troublesome it is to define leadership. An online search in 2019 for a definition of leadership
delivered about 960,000,000 results in .53 seconds making it apparent that leadership is defined
in many ways by many people. Leadership, according to Chinese general and military strategist
Sun Tzu (544 BCE – 496B CE) is a matter of intelligence, trustworthiness, humaneness, courage,
and discipline. Posner and Kouzes (1993) defined leadership as modeling the way, inspiring a
shared vision, challenging the process, enabling others to act, and encouraging the heart.
Industrial and organizational psychologist and author Gary Yukl (2006) defines leadership as
“the process of influencing others to understand and agree about what needs to be done and how
to do it, and the process of facilitating individual and collective efforts to accomplish shared
objectives” (p. 8). In the eighth edition of his book, Leadership: Theory and Practice, leadership
scholar Peter Northouse (2019) described leadership as a “complex process having multiple
dimensions” (p. 1). Other leadership experts, including Marshall Goldsmith, John Kotter, Warren
Bennis, and Simon Sinek, have contributed definitions of leadership in an effort to provide a
framework for understanding the phenomenon. The quest for a categorical definition of
leadership is accompanied by a parallel effort to define what a leader is. While leadership can be
exercised regardless of role, leaders are defined by the position they occupy and the power they
hold to make decisions. Leaders are often described by traits such as charisma, dependability,
flexibility, and demonstrating respect for others, but these traits alone do not always make a
person a leader. People become leaders when their leadership creates a followership, thus the
true power of a leader is marked by the willingness of others to follow (Kellerman, 2008). For
the purposes of this study, and drawing on the research, leadership is defined as exhibiting good
character, being a catalyst for change, and having the capacity to shape the future.
11

Women and Leadership
Women have been celebrated as great leaders throughout history. Cleopatra reigned as
queen of Egypt during the 1st century BCE and is considered among the most famous female
rulers (Weigall, 2016). Harriet Tubman did not hold a leader role or title, per se, but exhibited
great leadership in her efforts to rescue some 70 enslaved people in a dozen missions by
establishing a network of safe houses known as the Underground Railroad (Bradford, 2018). In
business, Mary Barra began serving as CEO of General Motors (GM) in 2014, and was still in
the role in 2019, having managed through the GM emissions scandal and pioneering GM’s
advancements in autonomous car development (Nohria et al., 2018). Indra Nooyi joined PepsiCo
in 1994 and was named CEO in 2006 where she quickly became influential (Nelson, 2015). In
2016, Hillary Clinton was the first woman in United States history to run for president in what
some believe were impossible odds (Lather, 2017). Angela Merkel served four terms as the
Chancellor of Germany from 2000 to 2017 and is considered to have been the de facto leader of
the European Union (Ward, 2016). Demonstrating what could be considered extraordinary
leadership, Malala Yousafzai, who was 17 at the time, was the youngest woman to win the Nobel
Peace Prize for her efforts to advance the right of every child to receive an education, after a
political struggle left her community without a school for girls (Klenke, 2018). These examples
illustrate women’s ability to be successful in leadership despite generally accepted cultural
norms and stereotypes that give men an advantage over women.
Though some researchers have found no gender differences in leadership effectiveness
(Hyde, 2014), one cannot surmise that gender is not a factor in the study of leadership, given the
gender norms found within society, how they affect women’s ability to move into leadership
roles, and the persistent gender gap. Research has found that women leaders enhance business
performance and effectiveness, particularly financial performance (Hoobler et al., 2018).
12

Moreover, research has shown that organizations led by diverse teams and executive boards
outperform those that do not by a significant margin (Lagerberg, 2015). This helps make the
business case for the advantages of women in leadership positions and thus the investment in
leadership development for women.
Gender Gaps in Leadership
The persistent underrepresentation of women in senior leader roles is welldocumented. For businesses in the United States, the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ (BLS) Labor
Force Statistics from the Current Population Survey report modified January 22, 2020 showed
that in 2019, women held an average of 30.6% of general and operations manager positions and
of these, 86.4% were White, 12.5% were Latina, 6.6% were Black or African American, and
3.5% were Asian women. The gap is also visible from the global perspective. The 2018 Grant
Thornton International Business Report stated the percentage of women in senior leader roles is
declining globally. Their Women in Business: Beyond policy to progress (2018) publication
reported that while the percentage of businesses with at least one woman in senior management
rose from 66% in 2017 to 75% in 2018, the actual proportion of senior roles held by women
declined from 25% in 2017 to 24% in 2018. The gender gap exists is not limited to certain
industries. Manufacturing, energy and mining, software and IT services, finance, real estate,
corporate services, and legal professions all report a noticeable gender gap (Catalyst, 2018). The
gap becomes more pronounced when examining disparities and underrepresentation among
women of color in leadership roles (Beckwith et al., 2016).
Though some women have broken barriers to be promoted into progressively higher
levels of leadership, the challenges they face continue to stymie real progress. Women must
continually prove their worth, while their male counterparts experience an easier path to the
top (Horowitz et al., 2018). Rao (2017) reported findings indicating that women are promoted on
13

the basis of performance and capability whereas men are promoted based on potential. Further
challenges include the glass ceiling phenomenon, defined in a the 1995 Federal report by the
U.S. Glass Ceiling Commission as “the unseen, yet unbreachable barrier that keeps minorities
and women from rising to the upper rungs of the corporate ladder, regardless of their
qualifications or achievements” (p. 4). Other barriers are described as the glass cliff effect, where
women accept higher positions that are risky and precarious in order to land the position (Ryan et
al., 2016) and the sticky floor phenomenon that describes the low-paying, low-mobility jobs at
the bottom of the labor market (Berheide 1992), suggesting that women at the bottom of the
wage distribution face greater discrimination than those at the top (Duraisamy & Duraisamy,
2016).
Men typically do not face stereotyped opinions, such as those that depict women as
unsuited to lead. Additionally, men are less likely to experience challenges related to pay
discrimination, promotion discrimination, and a lack of access to mentors with powerful
networks (Carli & Eagly, 2016). Stereotypes and their derived biases that categorize people
based on characteristics such as gender, race, or age (Northouse, 2016) have the power to place
women at a disadvantage by consciously or unconsciously assigning certain attributes that may
not be true. For instance, not all women are nurturing. Assuming this stereotype can result in
inaccurate expectations for performance in a work setting (Heilman, 2012). Stereotyping
influences how we see ourselves which can result in miscalculation of abilities. For example,
while women tend to judge themselves harshly and underrate their professional skills (TorresGuijarro & Bengoechea, 2017), men tend to overestimate theirs relative to their coworkers
(Ortega et al., 2015). These conditions are unique to women, which is further evidence of the
need to identify and address the distinctive needs of women developing as leaders.

14

Leadership Development in Organizations
To address gender disparity, organizations are increasing their focus on leadership
development, especially for women. Organizations focused on developing their leaders and
strengthening their leader pipeline take deliberate steps to develop their designated high potential
leadership talent (Church et al., 2015). Corporate educators, including training managers,
instructional designers, program facilitators, and human resource development (HRD)
practitioners, have options for designing and investing in leadership development programs and
training budgets to support the effort (Ho, 2016; O’Leonard, 2014). Leadership training and
development is available in multiple formats. Some organizations have in-house instructional
designers who develop custom leadership training interventions delivered as classroom-based
workshops and as e-learning lessons supported by a learning management system (Chang, 2016).
In addition, commercially produced leadership development programs are available from Human
Resource Development (HRD) and organization development (OD) industry leaders, such as
Development Dimensions, Inc., Dale Carnegie, Ken Blanchard, Franklin Covey, and the Center
for Creative Leadership. Programs purchased from these providers may likewise be delivered inperson, by asynchronous e-learning, or in real time via computer and mobile devices. Multi-rater
instruments are another form of leadership development when used in conjunction with a
professional coach (McDowell & Smewing, 2009). These psychometric tools collect feedback
from bosses, peers, direct reports, and business partners about the leader’s observable behavioral
execution of desired competencies. The results guide coaching efforts aimed at addressing gaps
to improve individual leader skills. Instruments for these 360-degree assessments include the
Lominger Voices survey (Lombardo & Eichinger, 2001), Hogan Development Survey (Hogan &
Hogan, 1997), the Fundamental Interpersonal Relations Orientation assessment or FIRO/FIRO-B
(Schutz, 1958), the Emotional Quotient Inventory or EQ-i (Bar-On, 1997), and the Leadership
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Practices Inventory (Posner & Kouzes, 1993). Immersive experiential programs for leadership
development are also available to organizations focused on developing their leaders. Examples
include the American Shakespeare Center for executive presence and vocal training, NASA for
decision leadership training with astronauts, and the Olympic Training Center for agility,
resilience and high performing team leadership. Outdoor-based experiential programs are among
these leadership development programs.
OBET Leadership Development Programs
Organizations in search of development programs to build leader competencies and
leadership capacity have found OBET programs to be useful and studies continue to attest to
their effectiveness in effecting a variety of constructs (Gillis & Speelman, 2008). The nonprofit
global wilderness school National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) based in the United
States believes extended wilderness expeditions can help to develop an understanding of
leadership, teamwork, ethics, and judgment (Kanengieter & Rajagopal-Durbin, 2014). Rhodes
and Martin (2014) used a mixed-method approach to examine the extent and type of changes in
workplace behavior of a group of soldiers, 20% of whom were female, who had participated in a
six- to ten-day experiential leadership development program. The findings indicated that 97% of
these participants self-reported perceived improvements in their own attitude and behavior.
Examination of OBET programs show they are developed with masculine norms in mind
(Rogers & Rose, 2019) and little research has focused on the effectiveness of these programs for
women participants (Holt et al., 2018). Where evidence does exist, it demonstrates that men and
women experience certain preferences within OBET programs. For example, research has
shown that men were more likely to be motivated by the physical challenge element, women
by the emotional challenge (Gordon et al., 2015). Flood and Parker (2014) conducted a survey
of 193 college students to identify constraints and motivations for participation in outdoor
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programs. They reported that the men’s interest was in experiencing thrills while the women’s
interest centered on companionship. This suggests a need to continue investigating the ways
in which gender may influence experiences within OBET programs.
While OBET programs for business leadership development usually involve men and
women experiencing the same program together, as demonstrated in the above review, there are
OBET programs for women-only audiences. The Association for Experiential Education (AEE)
promotes professional education conferences, training, and gatherings for women-only
audiences, facilitated by familiar providers such as the National Outdoor Leadership School
(NOLS), Outward Bound, and the Women’s Wilderness Institute. Literature on these programs
reveal positive results. For instance, early studies that reported advantages of all-female groups,
such as increased comfort with sharing ideas and a greater sense of empowerment to make
decisions and to take action (Mitten, 1992) have been used to support and defend the value of
these programs (Andre et al., 2017). As limited, mixed research exists, scholars and practitioners
have called for critical reflection on the gendering in outdoor experiential programming
(Humberstone, 2000).
The Unique Needs of Women Developing as Leaders in Organizations
Because these programs were developed with a male audience in mind, their content
and facilitation may fail to address the unique needs of women participants. Some leadership
development programming is inherent with gender bias and stereotypes (Dubreuil Karpa,
2018), which may be rooted in the description of leadership personas associated with
masculine features (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2019). OBET programs, like most other leadership
development programs, historically have been written for men following deeply rooted
cultural norms about leaders and leadership that sustain perceptions that men make better
business executives (Kiser, 2015). Early studies on the impact of gender in outdoor education
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reveal that “gender plays a greater part in outdoor education than is commonly realized”
(Neill, 1997, p. 8) and that it is naïve to assume men experience optimal growth or that the
programs meet the needs of a wide range of women. More recently, the need to address
gender issues in leadership development programs has been identified as essential. Ibarra et al.
(2013) argued that accounting for gender should be a foundational element of leadership
development programs involving women saying that “persistent gender bias too often disrupts
the learning process at the heart of becoming a leader” (p. 61).
The unique needs of women developing as leaders in today’s business world were
identified by Belasen (2012) as falling into the categories of competing demands and
traditional boundaries. Within these categories are challenges that women leaders face relative
to leadership style differences, traditional roles in the workplace that reinforce women’s
subordinate status, obstacles to advancement and pay equity, discrimination and harassment,
and an imbalance of work and life components. More recently, Kossek et al. (2017) defined
women’s career equality as a phenomenon that reflects the degree to which women experience
equal access to and participation in career opportunities, equal intrinsic experiences such as
work and life satisfaction, and equal extrinsic experiences such as pay and promotion. All are
part of the competing narratives of work and family, discrimination, and career values that
contribute to the gender gap. Kossek and Buzzanell (2018) discussed the need for
organizational implicit bias initiatives to address the unique needs of women developing as
leaders in organizations by consciously combating “the different cultural gender role
expectations for men and women” (p. 819) and their link to performance in their roles.
The World Economic Forum (Renjen, 2019) describes the current work environment
as the fourth industrial revolution with challenges in the areas of society, strategy, technology,
and talent. Leaders who are successful managing these challenges are referred to, by the
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World Economic Forum, as Social Supers who consider social initiatives fundamental to
business, Data-driven Decisives who take a methodical and data-focused approach when
making strategic decisions, Disruption Drivers who value innovation to drive a competitive
advantage, or Talent Champions who prepare their employees for the digital transformation
that is a part of the fourth industrial revolution. These conditions and forecasted measures of
success create a need to create leadership plans and programs for the betterment of all leaders.
Theoretical Context
To study the role of gender in OBET experiences, it is necessary to define gender,
consider its history, and then apply a gender theory that enables deeper examination with an
appropriate lens. The World Health Organization defines gender as “roles, behaviours, activities,
attributes and opportunities that any society considers appropriate for girls and boys, and women
and men” (n.d.). Lips (2017) drew on decades of research about ways to distinguish sex from
gender. She ultimately defined sex as the biological distinction of male and female whereas
gender is “a label for the system of expectations held by society with respect to feminine and
masculine roles” (p. 6). In history, artists and philosophers have pondered the puzzle of gender
for centuries. In his political philosophy work, Politics, Aristotle described women as inferior to
men and as subject to the rule of men. Art historian Tinagli (1997) described women in European
Renaissance society as having privilege, yet usually not empowered. Women were described as
passive as objects that were subject to men’s controlling gaze. Portraits from the 15th and 16th
centuries often depicted women in jewels and regalia bearing the crest of their male spouse
which, art historian Kent (2001) explained, signaled the rights he had over her.
For this study, gender was defined as the identification of male or female attributes as
described by traits that are considered feminine or masculine within U.S. culture. Bem’s (1981)
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gender schema theory (GST) provided a theoretical context in which to illuminate gender-related
factors in OBET programs for leadership development. According to Bem,
Gender schema theory proposes that the phenomenon of sex typing derives, in part, from
gender-based schematic processing – a generalized readiness to process information on
the basis of the sex-linked associations that constitute the gender schema. In particular,
the theory proposes that sex typing results from the fact that the self-concept itself is
assimilated in the gender schema. (p. 354)
Gender schema theory is based on a mental representation of a model or a schema that is
used to simplify, classify and then categorize observations related to gender. These gender
schemas and the stereotypes they eventually create are visible in our behaviors. How we see the
world and ourselves in it, what we think and recall, the language we use to express ourselves,
and how we solve problems are infused with the understanding of gender we developed as
children. These cognitive processes enable quick, seemingly automatic judgments on situations
and people based on one’s own notions and classifications of gender.
Bem theorized ways in which individuals become gendered in society, how gender
stereotypes are formed and treated, and the ways in which gender factors in to how we relate to
one another (1981). A strength of gender schema theory is that it provides a way to understand
the power of gender beliefs and ways in which they are maintained. Alternately, and because
schemas are used to interpret and categorize information, it is possible to draw inferences that are
not correct. These can result in a distortion of information and misalignment with reality.
Altering or neutralizing information so that it fits within a currently held understanding
illustrates the way gender schemas can be maintained over time and across experiences, further
deepening their resistance to change. Martin and Halverson (1981) expanded on Bem’s theory
after examining children’s behavior with gender categorization. Their research proposed that
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children develop and apply gender schemas at an early age and that these schemas can explain
ways in which children and adults behave, their preferences, choices, attitudes toward life, and
the relationships formed as a result of managing information. To do this, they theorized two
types of gender-related schemas. The first is a general or superordinate schema that children use
to sort and categorize objects and characteristics into male and female categories. The second is a
narrower schema that children use to identify information that is consistent with their own sex.
Bem’s gender schema theory (date) has been meet with criticism, with critics noting that
gender is more complex and idiosyncratic than explained by Bem (Spence, 1993). Despite
criticisms, Starr and Zurbriggen (2016) suggested that Bem’s work has been generative,
“reaching a broad audience beyond U.S. psychology and into communication and business
journals where the theory has been used in development, discrimination and stereotyping,
occupations, historically marginalized populations, and mental health and trauma” (p. 566).
According to gender schema theory, what is considered masculine and what is considered
feminine are often unconsciously applied to occupations and activities. Leadership development
activities that operate within a masculine schema and stereotyped traits are noticeable. Debebe et
al. (2016) cited a deep concern that leadership development programs for women fail to change
male-dominated workplaces. Developers of OBET programs may unconsciously operate within
gender schemas and stereotypes, which may influence the way they design and deliver these
programs and the content they decide to include. Similarly, participants enter the learning
experience with developed gender schemas that can influence their behavior and attitudes
throughout the program. This makes Bem’s theory a practical way to illuminate the role gender
plays in what and how women experience leadership development within an OBET program.
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Summary
Leadership development is a multi-billion-dollar industry that organizations take
seriously and devote budgets to support (Fulmer & Goldsmith, 2001; Yukl, 2012). Outdoorbased experiential training (OBET) programs for leadership development have become a popular
option for organizations focused on building leader competencies and leadership capacity
(Garge, 2016; Yeap et al., 2016). The reason may be that the natural setting and unpredictable
conditions presented in OBET environments appear to be ideal for leaders learning to act in ways
that encourage adaptation to change and to enable others to thrive in unpredictable work
environments (Heifetz, 1994). Along with the intensity and challenging nature of the
environment that are present in OBET leadership development, other reasons that industries may
send personnel to OBET for leadership development include the effect of spending extended
time in pristine natural environments, separation from the elements of what might be considered
a normal life, and formation of peer relationships (D’Amato & Krasny, 2011; Ewert & Yoshino,
2011). Despite the popularity of OBET programs for leadership development and some research
that demonstrates its effectiveness (Gillis & Speelman, 2008; Rhodes & Martin, 2014), there are
only a few studies that have examined the experiences of women participants in mixed-gender
OBET programs and how their leadership development within these programs may be influenced
by gender-related interactions and potentially gendered curricula. Masculine norms within OBET
programs (Rogers & Rose, 2019) and the existence of a hidden curriculum (Warren et al., 2019)
may influence the experience of women participants. This study contributes to the ongoing
examination of OBET programs for leadership development involving women.
Utilizing the Moustakas (1994) transcendental phenomenological approach, this study
describes the lived experiences of a group of women participating in a mixed-gender OBET
program for leadership development. Bem’s (1981) gender schema theory is used to illuminate
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the origins and conditions that create potentially gendered experiences that may influence what
women participants experience in leadership development and how they experience it in an
OBET program. This theory and its extensions, including the androgyny model that challenged
traditional views of gender (Leaper, 2017), explain the ways in which gender is embedded into
the way we see ourselves, our world, and ourselves in the world, especially in our interactions
with others.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
This qualitative study described the lived experiences of a group of women participating
in a mixed-gender OBET program for leadership development. It employed the Moustakas
(1994) transcendental phenomenological procedures to gather, group, and explicate the study
data. Bem’s (1981) gender schema theory illuminates the essence of the perspectives on the
phenomenon under study – women’s leadership development. This chapter details the method
for data collection and analysis for the study, beginning with an explanation of the investigation
plan followed by a description of the study participants and the method used to select them, a
description of the study setting, a description of the types of data that were collected and the
procedures used to store them. Also, in this chapter are detailed explanations of my role as a
researcher and steps taken for researcher bracketing. Finally, the data analysis methods are fully
explained.
The Investigation Plan
A qualitative transcendental phenomenological approach (Moustakas, 1994) is an
appropriate and interesting choice for this study. It is appropriate because it allows for collection
and distillation of the experiences relayed by the study participants into what the participants
experienced (structural descriptions) and how the participants experienced it (textural
descriptions). It is an interesting choice because it allowed me as the researcher to hear the depth
of feeling experienced by the study participants. This design is appropriate to capture the essence
of the phenomenon of women’s leadership development as the women participants of this study
describe it. The qualitative approach gives the study participants a voice to articulate their
experiences in the mixed-gender OBET program that is the subject of this study.
Using the phenomenological approach, I conducted a “study of conscious experience, as
it is experienced from the first-person point of view” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 61) by
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inquiring and probing perspectives of reality that involve multiple senses, multiple truths, and
multiple realities. Christensen et al. (2010) described the work of explicating the meaning,
structure, and essence of the lived experiences of a person or a group of people around a specific
phenomenon as the primary objective of a phenomenological study. It is the formalized effort to
understand human behavior through the eyes of the study participants (Simon, 2011). Moustakas
(1994) believed that qualitative, phenomenological research should focus on the wholeness of
experience and its essences, which is a distinguishing feature of data explication versus data
analysis (Hycner, 1999). He viewed experience as being integrated with behavior and believed
that a relationship exists between the phenomenon and the person experiencing it and that that
experience is personal and unique.
Participants
Description
Study participants were cisgender females between the ages of 21 and 50, who identified
as able-bodied at the time of their participation in the OBET program under study. They
were Americans of White race residing in the United States. Some of the study participants were
identified by their managers as high performing individuals with the ability to effectively lead by
influence. All study participants met the study criteria and were, at the time of the study,
employed by the organization that sponsored their participation in the OBET program. In
addition, they were considered potential candidates for progressively higher levels of leadership
within the organization.
Demographic and experience data for the seven study participants are outlined in Table 1
below.
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Table 1
Description of Selected Study Participants
Pseudonym

Age

Race/Ethnicity

Role

Tenure

Family
Variables

Rita

Midtwenties

White/European

Business
Analyst

2 years

Single, no
children

Sandy

Midtwenties

White/European Specialist

3 years

Single, no
children

Andee

Mid-forties

White/Slavic

Site
Manager

5 years

Married, 2
children

Jane

Late
thirties

White/European

Account
Executive

5 years

Married, 1 child

Lori

Midthirties

White/European

Sales
Manager

6 years

Married, 2
children

Karen

Midthirties

White/European

HR
Manager

6 years

Married, 1 child

Mona

Early
thirties

White/European

Chemical
Engineer

7 years

Single, no
children

Recruitment of Study Participants
Before beginning the study, an application for Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval
was submitted. Once the study was reviewed and approved by the IRB, recruitment of study
participants commenced. A total of seven study participants were identified through purposeful
sampling to collect a wide range of participants with different viewpoints on women’s leadership
development, to uncover common themes. This small number allowed me to obtain informationrich experiences from each participant (Patton, 2002) and the decision to conduct this study with
26

a small number of study participants is supported by the information power concept. This means
that the more information held by the sample that is relevant for the study, the fewer number of
study participants are needed (Malterud et al., 2015). This decision also optimized the process of
identifying and selecting study participants who were accessible.
To identify and select the study participants, I obtained the attendance records of the
OBET programs from 2018 to 2019. The leadership development office within the organization
that employed the participants and me, at the time of the study, had archived those records. As a
member of this office, I had the organization’s permission to access the records and participant
rosters. From these records, I selected study participants who met the study participant criteria
(i.e., females who participated in an OBET program for leadership development) and then
followed Creswell’s (1998) method for purposeful sampling and selection for a
phenomenological study.
Intra-company email notifications were used to communicate with and engage study
participants from a pool of 38 potential participants. I received seven responses in three days
from the pool of 38 and these became the study participants. Once these seven study participants
were identified, a series of email communications followed to guide each of them following the
research project steps. This type and timing of contact ensured engagement and mitigated
attrition. The email notifications completed the following outcomes:
•

Email notification #1: Introduced the study to the 38 members of the potential
participant pool.

•

Email notification #2: Secured a signed consent form from interested respondents.

•

Email notification #3: Acknowledged each of the final seven study participants and
explained measures taken to ensure their privacy.
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•

Email notification #4: Shared step-by-step instructions for each of the three data
collection activities.

•

Email notification #5: Provided detailed instructions for the timeline drawing activity.

•

Email notification #6: Provided detailed instructions for the three-paragraph letter to
an anonymous future female participant of the same OBET program.

A brief description of each email notification is provided here. Please see Appendix F for
more information, including the precise text of the messages.
Email notification #1: Introduction provided an overview of the study, the three data
collection activities, and the approximate investment of time. It requested a response within three
days if the individual was interested in participating in the study. I contacted by phone each
potential participant who responded positively to thank her for considering participating in the
study and to provide more detail about the study, clarify the expected investment of time, and
answer questions about the study. Each potential participant who responded positively to the
introductory email was placed on a list to receive an Informed Consent form. This step narrowed
the pool of potential study participants from those willing to follow the requirements articulated
in the consent form from those who were not.
Email notification #2: Informed Consent Form detailed the study’s background, its
objective, participant tasks related to the study, the approximate investment of the participant’s
time, and a statement regarding compensation and risk factors. Contact information for me and
my advising professor was also provided. The instructions were to print, read, sign, and return
the signed informed consent form as a scanned email attachment to confirm agreement to be a
study participant. This step further narrowed the potential participant pool.
Email notification #3: Acknowledgement and Privacy Measures was the third step. I
received seven signed consent forms and these became my study participants. I acknowledged
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each with an email reiterating the expected time commitment and approximate calendar dates.
This email also explained how their privacy would be protected. Specifically, names would be
protected by using pseudonyms and data collected from each participant would be identified
using pseudonyms.
Email Notification #4: Detailed Instructions for Study Participants explained the
three data collection activities. They were: 1) An artistic expression timeline drawing executed
by the participant depicting the highs and lows she experienced during the program week; 2) an
in-person interview comprised of 10 items designed to prompt the participant to recall and relay
her personal experiences within the OBET program; and 3) a letter composed by the participant
to an anonymous future female program participant that relays observations, advice, and wisdom
related to her experiences within the OBET program.
Email Notification #5: Special Instructions for the Timeline Drawing provided
additional detail for this artistic expression activity. This data point aligns with the research
question, How do women experience leadership development in an OBET program? by allowing
the study participant to describe what she perceived as emotional, physical, or psychological
high points and low points within the program. Each study participant created a timeline drawing
of their week-long experience in the OBET program depicting the high and low points of each
day, beginning with Sunday where all participants traveled by bus to the OBET facility and
extending to Friday where preparations were made to return to the point of origin. Each study
participant brought this drawing to her one-to-one interview where she was asked to describe the
experiences that created the high and low points throughout the week.
Email Notification #6: Special instructions for the letter to an anonymous future
female participant provided additional guidelines for this activity. At the end of the interview,
each study participant was asked to compose a letter in three paragraphs answering the question,
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“Given your participation in this OBET program for leadership development, what message
would you convey to a future participant about your experience?” In the first paragraph,
the study participant introduces herself as a prior program participant, expresses her connection
to the program, and any personal or professional interest she may have had in the program. The
second paragraph serves as the study participant's central message that focuses on what
she wants the future program participant to know or any experience she wishes to convey. The
third paragraph is a closing message that may be used to relay any personal wisdom about the
program, her personal experience with the program, or her thoughts about leadership
development for women, in general.
The Informed Consent form provided a comprehensive explanation of what was being
asked of each study participant. It covered information required by the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) such as purpose and duration of the research participation commitment, privacy
protection, and contact resources. It also provided a timetable and description of study-related
activities. This ensured the study participants understood the time commitment and time frame
for their involvement. See Table 2 below.
Table 2
Description of the Timeline for Research Project Activities
Date Range
Jan 20 – 24

Activity
You will receive an email from me that introduces the study,
explains what is being asked of you, and outlines instructions for
the drawing activity.
I will call you to answer any questions you have about the study
and about being a study participant.
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Table 2 Continued
Date Range

Activity
You will receive this Informed Consent Form to review.

Jan 27 – Jan 31

If you decide to be a study participant, you will sign and return the
Informed Consent Form to me by Jan 31.

Feb 3 – 7

Once I receive this Informed Consent Form signed by you, I will
contact you to schedule a one-to-one interview at an agreed-upon
date and time between Feb 5 and Feb 14.

Feb 5 – 14

You and I will meet for a one-to-one interview in person or by phone.

Feb 10 – 21

You will complete the letter composition activity and send it to me
in the body of an email.

Setting
All participants were employed by the organization that sponsored their participation in
the OBET program under study called Exploring Leadership. The program facilitators were also
employed by that same organization. The organization is a large manufacturing company and
one of the world’s leading producers of fiber-based packaging, pulp, and paper. It is based in the
U.S. and employs approximately 50,000 people globally that serve customers in 150 countries.
Even though the organization is male-dominated, due in part to its membership in the
manufacturing industry, it values diversity at all levels of leadership and thus takes steps to
ensure leadership development programs reflect a mix of program participants in terms of
gender, business unit, race, and age. At the time of this study, the organization sent
approximately 88 employees to this sponsored OBET program annually, typically with 22
participants in each session. The program gender mix was 70% male, which reflected the
organization’s gender mix at the time the programs were held in 2018-2019. The agenda for the
Exploring Leadership OBET program is the same for all participants no matter when they attend,
though facilitators may be different.
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The OBET setting for this study was an 800-acre property in the southeastern United
States. The physical terrain is variable with rock gorges, hills, and open field meadows. The
grounds are approximately 60% dense woods with rock, sand, gravel, and rooted walking
trails. Some are accessible by motor vehicle, and others are accessible only by hiking on foot.
The remote location of the OBET program does not offer reliable internet access or cell phone
reception except in one office building on the property. Obstacle and ropes courses are
scattered throughout the property. These include two-tier cable bridges, simulated rockclimbing walls, and jump platforms up to 50 feet high and cabled to trees. Belay equipment
includes static and dynamic ropes, bump caps for head protection, adjustable lobster claws for
positioning safety on natural and cable bridges, and sit harnesses and chest harnesses outfitted
with 5,000 pound-rated carabiners for climbing safety. See Figure 1 below.

Figure 1
Safety Harness Check
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The facility is assessed annually for safety by the accredited entity Challenge Quest.
The assessment includes an inspection of the grounds, inspection of the high and low ropes
course events, and inspection of the safety equipment. The on-site safety specialists who
monitor each outdoor event, including zip lines and rappelling, must pass an annual review
and ropes course knowledge test. On the property, permanent buildings offer space and
accommodations for meeting, lodging, and meals. (See Figure 2.) All buildings are styled and
furnished in a rustic manner. Lodging consists of two-tier single-sized bunk beds with linens,
blankets, and pillows. Bathrooms are communal by sex with single sinks paired with a 30” x 36”
wall mirror in the open space and with independently enclosed showers and toilets.

Figure 2
OBET Meeting House and Bunk Houses
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The dining hall is equipped with modern cooking tools and appliances and offers full
breakfast, lunch, and dinner meals in a self-serve buffet style. The facility managers set the daily
menu. Meal exceptions and dietary restrictions must be communicated to the facility managers
by the program managers in advance of the program dates. The facility also provides an option
for motor transportation to move participants around the property from one event to another and
to the meeting rooms, lodging, and the dining hall buildings. This transportation method is a
pick-up truck with seating inside the cab for up to four passengers and wooden benches in the
truck bed that can safely accommodate up to eight passengers. Participants receive instructions to
arrive prepared for the forecasted weather with personal equipment such as rain gear, hiking
boots, hats, water bottles, gloves, and backpacks. The ropes courses in this setting are referred to
as “events” (See Figure 3) and these run in any weather, except in cases of lightening or cold
weather that results in frozen or slick areas creating potentially hazardous situations.

Figure 3
Low Ropes Event
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This OBET program aims to build participants’ leadership capacity by stretching comfort
zones, establishing trust and reliance on every member of the program, testing teamwork and
team leadership, working through moral decisions, and self-discovery. To accomplish this, the
program agenda places high-ropes individual physical events at the beginning of the week-long
experience and low-ropes mission-oriented team events toward the end of the program. This is a
planned and systematic effort to test and expand individual capabilities before moving into teambased activities that aim to illustrate what can be accomplished when teams have a clear vision,
mission, and purpose. See Table 3 below for an overview of the program by daily objectives and
activities.
Table 3
Program Objectives and Activities by Day
Day

Objective/Focus

Activities

Sunday

Welcome

OBET environment overview and safety briefing

Extend your comfort
zone

Challenge by choice discussion
Improvisational theater exercises

Self- awareness
Myers Briggs Type Indicator self-assessment and results
debrief
Monday

Comfort zone
breakthroughs

100% responsibility discussion
Ropes course safety briefing
Individual jump and free fall (from 45 feet)
Partnered cable bridge walk between trees (40 feet up)
Climbing wall (50 feet up)
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Table 3 Continued
Tuesday

Simulated missions
for small teams

Retrieve canister containing “deadly virus,” navigate low
ropes course between trees, traverse a cable bridge,
deliver the canister to a helicopter pickup point
Build a bridge between two wood platforms by arranging
4 x 4-inch wood posts on 8-inch diameter wood pilings
Locate a twin-engine airplane crashed in a gorge and
carrying human organs for transplant, decide which
organs to leave behind, and carry out the bodies of the
pilots on stretchers
Follow instructions to diffuse a bomb, locate canisters
containing antidotes, navigate low ropes and obstacle
course to deliver the canisters into a storage box

Wednesday Communication
Information sharing

Thursday

Resolve a nuclear reactor accident by communicating
with another team that has information missing from
assigned documents

Application of
individual leadership
skills and team
leadership capacity to
business management
scenario

Form a corporation, elect a CEO and senior leader team,
and assign sub-teams to formulate of a bid to win a
contract with a difficult customer, scavenger hunt
resources to build a watercraft, build and test the water
craft

Identification of
leader skills and
leadership
requirements for
successful business
management

Deliver sales presentation and negotiate terms with the
customer

Self-reflection and
personal orienteering

Complete a solo trek to three different locations on the
property using a map and compass
Respond to a personally reflective question at each
location
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Table 3 Continued

Friday

Recap the week
Adjourn

Create and deliver skits that illustrate an assigned
objective/focus experienced during the week

Data Collection
Coffey and Atkinson (1996) asserted that “good research is not generated by rigorous
data alone, but by ‘going beyond’ the data to develop ideas” (p. 139). With this in mind, my data
analysis aimed to translate the participants’ verbal and aesthetic expressions into scientific
discourse to support this research. This study utilized three forms of data collection. First was an
artistic expression activity, followed by an in-depth interview comprised of 10 semi-structured
items and time for the study participant's explanation of her artistic expression activity. The third
data collection point was a three-paragraph letter each study participant wrote to an anonymous
future female participant of the OBET program under study. Triangulation (Denzin, 1973) was
used to ensure a deep understanding of the phenomenon of women’s leadership development and
to increase credibility of the data through cross-verification from two or more sources collected
from the participants. The data were analyzed for themes that described what the participants
experienced, how they experienced leadership development within this OBET program, and how
gender-biased behavior, if any, influenced their experience.
Artistic Expression Activity/Timeline Drawing
The first data collection point was an artistic expression activity casually referred to as a
timeline drawing. This data point aligned with the research question, How do women experience
leadership development in an OBET program? by allowing the study participant to describe
what she perceived as emotional, physical, or psychological high points and low points within
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the program. The purpose of the timeline drawing was to give the study participants a way to
express the highs and lows of their week-long experience in the OBET in a non-verbal mode of
expression. The instructions in the email notifications for this activity alerted the study
participant to be prepared to walk through the drawing and explain the circumstances and any
other pertinent details that caused the curve of the line to change. See Appendix F for images of
each timeline drawing.
The starting point for the timeline drawing was Sunday, when participants boarded a bus
at the point of origin and traveled to the OBET facility, and extending to Friday, where
preparations were made to return to the point of origin. Each study participant brought this
drawing to her one-to-one interview where she was asked to explain the experiences that created
the high and low points throughout the week.
Specific instructions were to:
1) Obtain a blank sheet of standard 8.5x11 inch paper and a writing instrument.
2) Orient the sheet to landscape and fold the sheet in half such that the top of the page
meets the bottom.
3) Open the sheet and draw a line across the center of the page from left to right along
the fold. The top half will represent high points of the program. Mark a letter “H” in
the far left side of the page as a label. The bottom half represents low points of the
program. Mark a letter “L” in the far left side of the page as a label.
4) Draw six vertical lines across the page about two inches apart and label them as the
days of the program week Sun, Mon, Tue, Wed, Thu, and Fri. See the sample image
below identified as Figure 4.
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Figure 4
Sample Timeline Drawing Preparation
5) Beginning in the column labeled “Sunday” and starting at the horizontal line in the
fold, draw a continuous line in curves to represent high points and low points on each
day of the week-long program through Friday morning which is the conclusion of the
program. Provide a short explanation at each curve to better understand what
experiences she considered high, low, or moderate and what made them so. For
example, a high point on the curve may denote a particularly powerful experience. A
low point on the curve may denote a personal failure, a disappointment, or an
awkward experience. A moderate or unchanged curve close to the center line may
denote indifference with the learning point, with the activity, with the facilitators, or
with the other program participants. Figure 5 below is a simulation of a completed
artistic expression activity. It was shared with the study participants to serve as an
example.
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Sun

Mon

Tue

Wed

Personal
breakthroughphysical

Team
breakthroughpsychological

Anticipation

Team
reformed
after a
communication failure

Thu

Did not like
the team
activity; Felt
not in
control

Fri
Happy to be
going home;
Feeling a bit
changed

Figure 5
Sample Timeline Drawing of Highs and Lows of the OBET Program Week
Interviews
The second data collection point was the in-depth interview following Creswell (1998)
recommendation for qualitative studies. The 10 semi-structured interview items were derived
from the literature and aligned with each research question. For example, the gender-focused
interview item, What can you share about any gender-related experiences you had while
participating in any part of this program?, was informed by the leadership scholar Peter
Northouse (2016) description of stereotypes and their derived biases as having the power to place
women as a disadvantage. My aim with this interview item, as with the all the items, was to give
the study participants the opportunity to recall and verbalize their experiences as completely and
deeply as they were comfortable sharing.
Of the seven interviews conducted, two were in person and five were by phone. A camera
that was used in one of the phone interviews allowed me to see the participant’s facial
expressions and body language throughout the interview. Cameras were not available on the
other four phone interviews. The 10 semi-structured interview items were ordered such that the
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first two items could set the stage for the discussion followed by one that focused on the study
participant’s feeling about having been selected to participate in this OBET program and then a
question about her career aspirations. This order of items served to situate the participants in the
purpose and direction of the interview. Each study participant was notified that her interview
would be audio recorded and then transcribed by a third-party service.
Interviews ran 45-60 minutes each in duration. The semi-structured interview items were
open-ended and designed to solicit the details needed for a comprehensive analysis while
allowing for unexpected turns in the conversation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). The interviews,
whether in person or by phone, took place in a private office setting. All interviews were audio
recorded using a mobile device and the recordings sent as MP4 audio files to Rev.com for
verbatim transcription that included identification of verbal pauses, emphasis, inflection, and
filler words or expressions. The interview items are listed below.
Semi-structured Open-ended Interview Questions for Study Participants
Preliminary questions to set the stage:
1.

You were selected to participate in this OBET program because you were identified
as high-potential leader with capacity to promote into progressively higher levels of
people leadership roles. What can you tell me about your career aspirations?

2.

What did selection to participate in this OBET program mean to you personally and
professionally?

RQ1: How do women experience leadership development in an OBET program?
3.

What experience did you have in this OBET program that was most impactful?

4.

What might this experience have been like for you if all the participants had been
women?
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RQ2: What experiences do women have within an OBET program that help or hinder
her leadership development?
5.

How did this experience influence the way you think about women as leaders?

6.

What did you learn about yourself personally and as a leader as a result of
experiencing this program?

7.

What experience within the program do you believe contributed to your
development as a leader? Why?

8.

What experience within the program do you believe inhibited your development as a
leader? Why?

RQ3: What gender-related experiences do women in an OBET program have that shape
their development as leaders?
9.

What can you share about any gender-related experiences you had while
participating in any part of this program?

10. What else would you like to share about your experience in the program or your
development as a leader within the program?
Each study participant was sent an email notification with the full and delineated
transcript of their audio-recorded interview attached for member-checking. The study participant
checked the transcript for accuracy and nuances of meaning, and was invited to provide
additional clarifying statements as desired. This email communication was tagged with an
electronic return receipt that notified me of the date and time the study participant received the
email and attachment. The study participants had up to seven days from the confirmed date of
receipt to return the checked transcript to me with changes and corrections. This member
checking step ensured trustworthiness of the interview content and allowed study participants a

42

final pass at their interview contribution. See Appendix G for the data collected from these
interviews parsed by each of the three research questions.
Letter to an Anonymous Future Female Program Participant
The third data point was a personal letter that each study participant wrote to an
anonymous future female participant of the same OBET program. At the end of the interview,
each study participant was asked to compose a letter in three paragraphs answering the question,
“Given your participation in this OBET program for leadership development, what message
would you convey to a future participant about your experience?”
In the first paragraph, the study participant introduced herself as a prior program
participant, expressed her connection to the program, and any personal or professional interest
she may have had in the program. The second paragraph served as the study participant's central
message that focused on what she wanted a future program participant to know or any
experience she wished to convey. The third paragraph was a closing message that could be used
to relay any personal wisdom about the program, her personal experience with the program, or
her thoughts about leadership development for women in general.
The letters were typed into the body of an email for ease of composition and to mitigate
penmanship issues and sent to me within one week of the interview. This data point aligns with
research questions 2) What experiences do women have within an OBET program that influence
their leadership development? and, potentially, 3) What gender-related experiences do women in
an OBET program have that shape their leadership development? A thematic analysis followed
to identify and examine patterns in the verbal and non-verbal data sources of what and how these
women experienced leadership development in this OBET program and to answer the three
research questions. All data elements were then triangulated to distill the essences of the
experiences.
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Data Storage
A password-protected study folder kept on my personal computer stored the collected
data in electronic form to ensure confidentiality and proper data management (Groenwald, 2004).
These artifacts included electronic versions of the Informed Consent forms signed by each study
participant; notes I made during and after the interviews; notes, sketches, and photos that were
freely shared with me; and other information offered by the study participants during the
interview. This folder also housed notes I made during the data analysis process, such as the
grouping of ideas into themes, drafts of my interview analyses, submissions of member-checked
artifacts, including interview transcripts, and other study-relevant communication between the
study participants and me.
Identifiable data that were a part of this study included each potential participant
members' name, age or age range, pay level, their role within the organization, race, their
manager's name, and their work email address. These details were included in the study
participant spreadsheet (Excel) spreadsheet. All data were digitized and then stored on my
personal computer in a study file folder that was password-protected and accessible by only me.
Information was shared with my faculty advisor, at her request and under the conditions set forth
to maintain the privacy of the study participants and the confidentiality of information they
agreed to share as part of this study. The study-related data will be stored for a period of three
years unless otherwise directed by my faculty advisor. Any data collected from the study
participants and not used in the study will be destroyed. This includes any data collected in
electronic form including photographs and any hand-written documents, sketches, or notes on
paper or any other physical form.
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The Researcher’s Role
There were no ethical or financial conflicts of interest for this study, however, it is
important to note that at the time of the study, I was an employee of the organization (company)
that sponsors the OBET program under study, as were the study participants. This organization
employs approximately 50,000 people, has a presence in 24 countries, and is headquartered in
the mid-south region of the United States. I am a member of the organization’s Talent
Management department led by the Chief Diversity Officer within the Human Resources
division. This department’s scope of responsibility includes the Diversity and Inclusion function,
the Employee Engagement function, the Performance Management function, the Learning
Management System, the internal employee relocation function, and the leadership development
function known as the Leadership Institute.
This company’s Leadership Institute designs, develops, and partners with external
providers to deliver immersive experiential leadership development experiences for the top two
percent of identified high potential leaders in the organization. To accomplish this, the
Leadership Institute facilitates multiple sessions of six programs annually for about 400
designated high potential leaders from individual contributors and front-line leaders to senior
executives. My role in the Leadership Institute involves co-facilitation of the six immersive
experiential programs, including the OBET program study, and curriculum design and
development of all leadership development programs delivered in instructor-led, e-learning, and
live-online formats. It also gives me access to the names and contact information for former
program participants who are still employed with the organization, participant age ranges, race
and ethnicity declarations, pay levels, and individual talent ratings described as High Potential,
Promotable, Emerging, and Career-Level (well-placed in their current position).
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My commitment to the code of conduct and ethics set forth by my employer aligns with
my personal code of ethics which is driven by a requirement for honesty and integrity in all
interactions. I maintain a deep understanding of and appreciation for diversity of thought and
inclusion of experiences and perspectives because I believe these are gifts that bring color and
depth to everyday life, and I enjoy a life-long commitment to learning that involves curiosity,
thoroughness, and discipline. This personal ethics position guided my handling of the study
including participant selection, records management, and confidentiality. To be consistent with
qualitative research, my role as the researcher included reference to my personal journal of
observations and recollections, which served to bracket my personal biases and situate data
collected from the study participants. Researcher bracketing efforts are fully described in the
next section.
My personal motivation for conducting this study stemmed from my belief that
leadership development for women must be skillfully designed, developed, and facilitated with
the essential components of gender-neutral behavior, adult learning, and organizational behavior
in mind. As a curriculum developer of leadership programs, I want the programs to influence
how men and women understand what leadership is and what behaviors lead to fruitful
collaboration and inclusive decisions. Leadership development, whether formal or informal, that
fails to account for the unique needs of women misses the opportunity to capitalize on the
leadership qualities that women naturally possess. I conducted this study in an OBET setting
because I believed the outdoor setting paired with competitive physical and mental activities that
were potentially drastically different from the participants’ typical work environments would
cause gendered behavior to be more readily visible than in the more controlled work setting
where awareness is higher tuned. I conducted the study with women OBET participants to better
understand what they experienced and how they experienced it, hoping that the results would
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reveal program elements and interpersonal situations that help and hinder women developing as
leaders. I wish to use the study results to advance thinking by leadership development scholars
that programs involving women as participants should be guided by theory and grounded in
research.
Researcher Bracketing
As the researcher, my commitment to bracketing my preconceptions and biases from
personal and professional experiences that could influence any part of this study began with
selection of the study topic. It continued through the literature review and throughout the data
collection and analysis. I kept in mind the requirement for researcher bracketing from the
inception of the study and throughout the research process. This is important because I am the
principle investigator for this study and the instructional designer and co-facilitator of this OBET
program. I am also an employee of the same organization that employs the study participants and
that sponsored their participation in the OBET program as part of their leadership development
activities. Researcher bracketing was initiated during composition of the literature review as
evidenced by the scope of the literature, the range of topics, and the inclusion of balanced
scholarly opinions. To ensure I kept it top of mind, I read a statement about my connection to the
program under study, to the study participants, and to the organization directly into the audiorecorded interview so that it would be documented in the transcriptions. Steps I took to ensure
minimize my personal suppositions during data collection and analysis included:
1. Reviewing my photo journal and accompanying notes to restore and contextualize my
recollection of events during each of the eight program sessions that occurred in
2018-2019. Reviewing this resource helped me identify and note any prejudices. It
also helped to keep me grounded and heightened by awareness of potentially
gravitating to subjects I found more interesting than others.
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2. Cross referencing the collected data collected and analyzed themes with the literature
also helped to manage my personal perspectives to keep from unintentionally
superimposing them on this portion of the research.
3. Triangulating the artistic expression/timeline drawing, the interview responses, and
the letter to a future woman participant, to assure validity of the research by capturing
different dimensions of the same phenomenon as experienced by the study
participants.
4. Sharing the interview transcripts with each study participant for member checking to
ensure data trustworthiness.
5. Opening each audio-recorded interview with my personal statement of attention to
impartiality and commitment to avoid leading questions. This statement became a
permanent part of the data collection and is physically visible in the transcription of
each interview.
6. Utilizing semi-structured interview items that allowed the study participants to tell
their stories freely about what and how they experienced leadership development
within this OBET program. This approach allowed me to fully and deeply hear the
contribution of each study participant with an open mind while accounting for my
personal biases as the program’s instructional designer and co-facilitator. The
interview items were designed to guide the study participant’s recollection past the
surface and into the more personal aspects of their experiences giving them voice,
context, form, and light.
7. Dialoguing with my academic advisor to share with her my intimate knowledge of the
OBET program under study as well as my connection to the study participants. Her
direction ensured that I focused on the data provided by the study participants rather
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than mine. This academic guidance helped me to better understand my role as the
researcher and the incumbent requirements.
Data Analysis
Data analysis began by reviewing the study participants’ descriptions of their experiences
as told through the artistic expression activity, responses to the semi-structured items in the indepth interview, and the letter composed to an anonymous future female participant.
Methodological triangulation was used to identify overarching themes from the three data
sources. Themes that surfaced were distilled to a composite description of the essence of what
the study participants experienced (textural descriptions) and how they experienced it (structural
descriptions) to better understand the factors that lead to development of women leaders.
Member checking was used to allow the study participants up to seven days to review verbatim
transcripts of interviews and to ensure accuracy and account for nuances of meaning. Following
this, Moustakas’ (1994) process for phenomenological analysis was used to analyze the data,
including:
•

Immersion where the researcher is involved in the world of the experience. This was
accomplished by reference to my personal journal articulating my involvement in the
OBET program under study as its co-facilitator.

•

Incubation that provided a space for awareness, intuition, insights, and understanding.
This was accomplished by allowing two weeks to elapse between the initial analysis
and final analysis of the collected data.

•

Illumination to expand the understanding of the experience being studied. The
incubation period and Bem’s gender schema theory provided the illumination.

•

Explication of the data through methodological triangulation.
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•

Creative synthesis that allowed me to arrange the data elements to show patterns and
relationships.

I asked each of the seven study participants to articulate her experience in three ways.
First was an artistic expression or timeline drawing where the study participant mapped the high
and low experiences of the week-long OBET program. A program agenda accompanied this
request to help with recollection. In addition, though not provided as part of the study’s data
collection, each study participant had a personal program journal, an online photo journal of
pictures and short videos of her particular program session, and other personal artifacts that may
have helped to situate her in the experience. The second data collection point was an audio
recorded and transcribed one-to-one interview comprised of 10 semi-structured items mapped to
the research questions. The third data point was a personal letter that each study participant
composed for a future anonymous female participant of the same OBET program. This threeparagraph letter allowed the study participant to relay how she found herself in the OBET
program, express what she wanted the future participant to know about the experience she had,
and any personal wisdom she wanted to share.
I analyzed the three data points from each of the seven study participants tracing repeated
words and phrases across all three. Two textural themes were expressed uniformly by all the
study participants. The first was the feeling of being honored to have been selected to participate
in this OBET program. The second were feelings of highs and lows that accompanied the
activities throughout the OBET program. Four essential structural themes emerged. These varied
by study participant as they personalized their development as leaders within this OBET
program. These essential themes are visible in the findings from the literature review as well. For
example, the OBET program was driven by high rope and low rope type physical activities
throughout the week and some of these, especially those that occurred early in the week, were
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athletic in nature. Despite the masculine norms that give some men a physical advantage over
women in this situation (Rogers & Rose, 2019), most of the study participants expressed they
were equally successful as their male counterparts with no special accommodations involved.
Alternately, all the study participants said they experienced gender in terms of role assignment
(Northouse, 2016). For example, some of the activities in the week-long program called for
planning, organizing, and interpersonal relationship building. The women typically found
themselves in these roles, whether or not they wanted to be in them. Further, they felt some
degree of helplessness to change the assignments. These findings are discussed in Chapter Four.
Moustakas’ (1994) transcendental phenomenological procedures for data analysis and
explication were used to analyze the data and explicate their meaning. Analysis of the three data
points from each participant began with the first artifact received as I began memoing about
ideas, taking reflective notes about what I was learning from the data. I used a photo journal to
situate myself in the recollections of each of the study participants and paid special attention to
their facial expressions, the environment, the proximity and expressions of the other participants,
and the activity in progress. I found myself drifting into each recollection and replaying
experiences framed by the unique environment. Some of the recollections felt comforting and
warm in a positive sense. Others concerned me, especially where gendered situations and
interactions appeared to affect the study participants’ expressions in a negative manner, which
were noticeable in subtle and overt ways.
Following the collection of the all participants’ data, I “sat” with the data for two weeks.
The first week, I arranged the artifacts by type – all the timeline drawings side-by-side, then all
the interview transcripts, then all the letters to a future participant. I read each and compared it to
the others for repeated words and phrases across all the study participants. The next week, I
arranged the artifacts by study participant and conducted a deeper analysis of each of the three
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artifacts, especially where emotions were expressed overtly or passively referenced in body
language or verbal pauses. I made note of verbal pauses and filler expressions in the transcripts
that could be indicative of an emotional impulse or reaction that the study participant had trouble
articulating or purposely held back from further discussion. I reviewed each transcript response
line by line for “textual meanings and invariant constituents of the phenomenon” (Moustakas,
1994, p. 97). Single words and phrases descriptive of and relevant to each study participant’s
experience within the OBET and her leadership development in OBET were highlighted. I
marked key words and phrases that repeated verbatim or “in spirit” across all three data sources
and across all seven participants. I imagined these were important or held significant meaning for
that participant. These were recorded on a spreadsheet parsed by research question and grouped
by topic to show the context.
The highlighted words and phrases were compiled in one document and I reread and
grouped the common words and phrases to form identifiable themes. For example, I quickly saw
that all participants appreciated stretching their comfort zones as part of the learning process and
that gender norms had played a prominent role in their experience. The identified themes were
discussed with my chair and were then developed into a coherent textural description of what the
women experienced. I then followed the same process: reading, highlighting, grouping, and
identifying themes relevant to, “How did the experience of the phenomenon come to be what it
is?” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 98). The themes were developed into a structural description of the
contexts and conditions that led to each woman’s experience in the OBET and ultimately her
leadership development. At the various stages of analysis, coding and themes, as well as the
textural and structural descriptions, were discussed with my chair and collaboratively refined
during a series of meetings. This process resulted in agreed-upon descriptions of the experience
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and the essence of the phenomenon of study, that is, what the participants experienced and how
they experienced it as part of their leadership development within this OBET program.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS
The literature review in Chapter Two offers insight into the complexity of leadership. As
a concept, leadership has as many definitions as there are scholars who research it (Northouse,
2016; Yukl, 2006). The literature review also describes the underrepresentation of women in
senior manager roles, the history of this gap, and the potential losses created by this gap, in part
because leadership is cast in the masculine image. These points create a framework for
examining the phenomenon of women’s leadership development as experienced in an OBET
setting.
OBET programs are used in various ways, such as psychological therapy, physical
therapy, behavioral therapy, youth, young adult and college student leadership development, and
corporate education (Asfeldt &Hvenegaard, 2014; Bloemhoff, 2016; Garge, 2016; Harper &
Webster, 2017; Yeap et al., 2016). Despite this range of OBET applications, few qualitative
studies have explored the lived experiences of leadership development women in business have
when participating within these programs and there exists a need for research in outdoor
education programs involving women (Miranda & Yerkes, 2013). Therefore, the purpose of
this study was to better understand the phenomenon of leadership development for women by
studying the experiences of a purposeful sampling of female business leaders who participated in
an outdoor-based experiential training (OBET) program. The study uncovered themes addressing
the three research questions posed. They are, 1) How do women experience leadership
development in an OBET program? 2) What experiences do women have within an OBET
program that help or hinder their leadership development? and 3) What gender-related
experiences do women in an OBET program have that shape their development as leaders?
The findings for the study are presented in this chapter, which is divided into two parts.
The first part offers a short biography of each of the seven study participants that includes her
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job role at the time of the study, her age range, family status, and a short description of how she
described herself at the time of her participation in the OBET program. The second part is a
detailed report of the essential themes that emerged from the timeline drawing, the one-to-one
interviews, and in each study participant’s letter to an anonymous future female participant of the
same OBET program.
Part One: Study Participant Biographies
This study took place in a multinational company that sponsors its designated high
potential talent to participate in immersive experiential leadership development programs. One of
these programs is an outdoor-based experiential training (OBET) called Exploring Leadership,
which is the name of the OBET program in this study. Each session of this five-day program
involves a total of no more than 22 new mid-level managers and influential non-managers with a
demographic mix of about 70% men and 30% women, reflecting the approximate demographic
mix of the company. These seven study participants worked in various company site locations
and occupied various roles. All self-identified as cisgender women and all were White race.
Their age ranges and array of personal perspectives provided depth and breadth to the data
collected. Each are presented here using pseudonyms to protect their privacy and details were
true as of the time of their participation in the study.
Rita was a business analyst with high career aspirations that included senior leader roles.
She is in her mid-twenties, engaged to be married, and with no children. Rita had been with the
company for two years and domiciled at the company’s headquarters. Rita described herself as
introverted, soft-spoken, shy, and not athletic. She initially wondered why she was selected to
attend this OBET program, but then decided she belonged there after all. In her words, Rita
expressed this as,
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“I felt like I belonged there when ordinarily in a group like that, especially being like 1 of
5 women in a group of 20 men, I would have felt like this is not the place for me. I felt
like I should be there and that specifically has given me the confidence I need to continue
to be a leader at [the company], even if I am still in an individual contributor role.”
Sandy was a specialist in one of the organization’s paper mills. She was in her midtwenties, unmarried, and with no children. Sandy had been with the company for three years, all
at the same mill. She described herself as extroverted and talkative with a noticeable Southern
accent. Sandy revealed a few details in her interview that were not known to the participant
group. In her words, Sandy expressed,
“And I guess without giving you a little bit of background before I came into the training.
Um, I had, I had a … My dad passed away, I believe, the October before I was at this
training in June. But I was very much at a point of like, "What are you doin'? Where are
you goin'? What do you want to do?" Um, you know, "Where do you see yourself?
Where do you see your family?" You know, career, family, all- all of those things.”
Mona was a chemical engineer by training and working as a general engineer at one of
the company’s paper mills. Mona is single, in her early thirties, and with no children. In her
three-year tenure, Mona worked at two different paper mills. She described herself as lively and
extroverted. During her interview, Mona noted that her coworkers refer to her as “the
cheerleader.” In her own words,
“I want to be a positive impact and I want people to see me as someone who, um, well,
first of all who respect me but also see me as like a go getter.”
Jane was an account executive and had been with the organization for five years. She
was married with one child and in her late thirties. Like another participant, Jane also
participated in this OBET program with something on her mind. In her words,
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“[This program occurred at a] good time because I had just kind of committed career
suicide with turning down that job or that's how I felt and a few months prior to that,
[and] my son broke his back. So I didn't want to go. I was like, "I'm not going to that,"
because I wasn't, didn't want to leave him and, um, but I knew that it was a good
opportunity for me.”
Andee was a department manager at her mill at the time of her participation in the OBET
program. At the time of our interview and less than one year after participation in the OBET
program, she was promoted to site manager for one of the paper mills. Andee is in her midforties was the breadwinner for her family. She relocated her entire household on work
assignments three times in three years.
Lori was newly promoted to the sales manager position at the time of her participation in
the OBET program. It was her first manager role with this company, though she had held
manager roles in other organizations in the past. She worked in a field office and traveled
minimally, though the sales staff she manages travels extensively. Lori is in her mid-thirties and
married with two young children. Lori explained that she attended a private all-girls high school
that she said consistently promoted the idea that girls and women can accomplish just as much as
men. She says this has always influenced the way she thinks and works.
Karen was the Human Resources manager in one of the company’s paper mills, joining
the company through an acquisition. She was excited to participate in the OBET program,
though she doesn’t consider herself athletic or “outdoorsy.” Karen was in her mid-thirties and
married with a one-year old child. Karen described her view of the unusual learning environment
in her own words,
“Before this trip, I'll just be honest, I probably would never go in the woods by myself
(laughs). I would be terrified of snakes or spiders or whatever.”
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The experiences relayed in this study are of a personal nature and include emotional
factors that make up the composite view of the phenomenon. These participant biographies are
presented to help situate the data sources and to establish a connection to the study participants.
Textural Themes: What Study Participants Experienced in the OBET Program
While the OBET program is fully described in Chapter Three, the notable and significant
activities that the participants experienced are important to revisit here to provide context to the
themes.
Table 4
Map of Textural Themes by High-Level Program Agenda
Day 1

Day 2

Day 3

Day 4

Day 5

Welcome

“Leap of Faith”
“Climbing Wall”

Mission
simulations

Solo Trek

Recap of the
week

Improv
activities
Get to know
one another

Adjourn
Physical
activities

Getting out of one’s comfort zone

Physical and
psychological
activities

Psychological
activities

Expanded peer
network

Working as a
team

Guided
Reflection

Self-Reflection

Emotional highs and lows exhibited as:
Anxiety
Frustration
Accomplishment

Note the modulation through the week from personal breakthroughs by way of physical
activities to working together as a team and then a return to personal breakthroughs, though this
time by way of team-based psychological activities involving less physical activity and more
critical thinking. Two common themes became visible from data explication in this perspective
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that were expressed uniformly by all seven study participants. First, the feeling of being honored
to have been selected to participate in this OBET program, which occurred upon being selected
for the program. Second, feelings of highs and lows that accompanied the activities throughout
the OBET program.
Textural theme 1: Feeling honored that my leadership potential was recognized
The study participants expressed feeling honored to have been selected to participate in
this OBET program, Exploring Leadership. All participants for this OBET were nominated and
selected by their senior managers to participant in the OBET program, following a talent review
process resulting in leadership potential ratings and designations. When asked what it meant to
be selected to participate in this OBET program, from both a personal and professional
viewpoint, each study participant relayed a sense of feeling in their words including, “honored”,
“flattered”, “noticed”, and “encouraged”. The study participants stated the following during their
interviews.
Andee noted, “I felt honored that [the company] was making that investment, um, in me.
Um, and I felt like, well, that that just means I've gotta step up my game. They see potential and
now it's time for me to, to prove that I have that potential.”
Jane explained, “It was an honor and I felt honored to have been selected. I know that
there are just a select few that do get selected so I definitely felt honored, um, and I felt openminded that this was a good opportunity for me to take in new things that I wasn't an expert at.”
Karen said, “I was very, excited to be selected. It makes you feel good when others
recognize your potential and to know that they're investing in your leadership training and that
people want you to be successful in the future. So, you know, it was an honor to be selected,
especially since I’m on the HR side and obviously I do have a little bit more background and
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know what the process is. We submit the names, you know, each year of who we want to attend
and also to know I was one of those chosen people, you know, it felt really good.”
Lori purported, “I knew it's a big deal and there's not... Well, I mean, it's an investment of
[company] to send a week, spend a week. There's a financial investment in it, but there's also,
um, you know, the investment, and we want to get the right people because you want to start to
train the people that have, to be the future leaders of the company.”
Mona relayed, “So I, initially, uh, got invited to it [the Exploring Leadership program]
and I was surprised because I hadn't heard of it before. I was told by my manager that I've been
asked to go to this and he told me that this was, you know, this is something when people higher
up in the company notice you or think that you will be, like, a future leader. And then I found out
that some other people who I know had also gone to this on the past few years when they were
here. So actually hearing that made me feel good that I was being recognized by the company.”
Rita agreed, “I was incredibly honored. To me it felt… It validated to me that my
superiors value the work that I have been doing, that they saw how hard I have been working
over the past several years and they saw how much I valued the company, how much I value
being a part of their team. It made me feel seen.”
Finally, Sandy said, “So, personally, it was, it was kind of flattering. Um, I had, I had
participated in other leadership-based training before, but it almost seemed like I ended up being
there because other people quit. Um, just- just the way that it, that it worked, and this one I kind
of felt for the first time, like, "Okay, maybe I wasn't." And maybe I was. Who knows? But I
actually felt like, "Oh, hey. They actually looked at me for this. It wasn't because somebody else
quit, and I'm next in line." It's like, ‘Oh no. This will be good for her,’ so um, it- it was, it was, it
was very flattering to me from a, from a personal standpoint that they thought that it would be
worthwhile for me to go to this training.”
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Textural theme 2: Experiencing emotional highs and lows during the OBET experience
The study participants relayed having experienced emotional highs and lows throughout
the week-long OBET program that began with the group’s assembly to check in with the
program facilitator. The study participants described salient activities in their timelines and
interviews as high and low emotional reactions to the unique learning environment, the
requirements of each activity, and the communal lodging with coworkers who were relative
strangers. In their timeline drawings and interviews, the study participants relayed initially
feeling “anxious”, “nervous”, and “excited” about the prospect of spending a week away from
work and home life patterns. The emotional highs and lows often coexisted and were both
necessary for growth and development as a leader.
The week-long program begins with boarding a limousine bus at the sponsoring
company’s headquarters and travelling for three hours to the OBET site. Some of the study
participants recalled arriving at the OBET site, exiting the bus, and being greeted by the OBET
site support staff and the program facilitators in hiking clothes and boots. The wooded landscape,
the single-story rustic cabin-like structures, and the single-lane asphalt roadways were viewed by
some participants with delight; they embraced the opportunity of outdoor activities. Others
showed apprehension.
As participants began the physically engaging activities, they described a series of highs
and lows. For example, the first of these activities was an improv session led by an actor who is
also a university professor. Mona described the session in her timeline drawing as “a little out of
comfort zone in 1:1 improv, but good and made connection.”
Day two of the program began with another safety briefing, this one facilitated by a
member of the OBET site. See Figure 6 below.
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Figure 6
Safety Briefing with Harnesses and Bump Caps
The program participants put on chest and seat harnesses and bump caps for the first time
and boarded the bench seating in the trucks to the first event. Upon seeing the platform high up
in one of the trees and the various ropes draping to the ground, some of the study participants
described feeling challenged in a positive way. Study participant Sarah recalled, “[It] was like,
"Hey!" Like, "You can do this!" Like, "Let's do this. You can keep going." And the whole team
[on the ground] got behind them [with shouts of] "Yes, you can do this." "We believe you can do
this. We want you to do this.” Others described the activity as feeling “terrified”, “petrified”,
“frustrating”, and “scared to death.” While each participants’ experience and reaction to each
OBET activity differed, they all found value in the discomfort as illustrated in the timeline below
(See Figure 7 below), identified a series of highs and lows experienced throughout the OBET
program.
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Figure 7
Timeline Drawing – Mona
Structural Themes: How Leadership Development was Experienced
The data were collected in three forms that allowed for two styles of expression. Two
activities were non-verbal, independent, and without a specified scheduling or time constraint.
The timeline drawing was an artistic expression of recollections and opinions. The letter to an
anonymous future female participant was a narrative expression that allowed for forward
thinking and expression of personal wisdom. The in-person interview required on-the-spot
thinking and verbalization of recollections and opinions.
The timeline drawing and one-to-one interviews delivered themes in a retrospective view.
The findings from all seven interviews, including a walk-through of the timeline drawing of their
week-long Exploring Leadership experience, revealed five essential themes in the structural
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context of the retrospective view. These themes describe aspects of the program that were most
impactful and influential to their development as leaders.
•

Theme 1: Getting outside of one’s comfort zone is essential to leadership
development

•

Theme 2: Physical and mental challenges lead to individual breakthroughs that
deepen understanding of leadership

•

Theme 3: A mixed-gender experience influences development of leadership in
diverse environments

•

Theme 4: Gender norms, present though not always explicit, influence perceptions,
behaviors, and leadership development.

Theme 1: Getting Outside of One’s Comfort Zone is Essential to Leadership Development
The practical intent of the improv activities at the start of the OBET program were to
break through feelings of shyness, lack of confidence with small talk, awkwardness in meeting
new people, anxiety related to separation from normal life and family, and a bit of fear of the
unknown given the rustic environment and wilderness setting. The instructional intent of the
improv activities was to set the stage for collaboration and teamwork by acknowledging the need
to know and lead oneself first, and the requirement to move out of one’s comfort zone into the
zone of learning, and ultimately into the zone of possibility. Evidenced in three data sources, the
study participants agreed the improv activity was fun and energizing, and that leadership and
personal development began to occur as they of moved out of their comfort zones. Development
continued as they engaged in the physical activities and the post-activity reflection periods the
next day.
The high ropes event named in the OBET program agenda as “Leap of Faith” activity
involved climbing, in full climbing harnesses, up a tree to a 40-foot platform, jumping from the
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platform, and being lowered to the ground by a belay team manipulating guide ropes from
ground level. See Figures 8 and 9 below.

Figure 8
“Leap of Faith” Climber
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Figure 9
“Leap of Faith” Belay Team
Study participant Andee explained with little explanation as to why that she “could not
complete” the climb and felt she “let the team down.” Most other program participants decided
to confront the challenge and stretch out of their comfort zones to complete the activity, being
both socially “encouraged by others” and personally motivated in terms of ”didn’t want to be the
wimp” “challenged myself”, and “pushed myself”. This continued throughout all the high ropes
and low ropes activities throughout the week. As the groups of participants became teams, help
and encouragement flowed freely.
After the high ropes type activity, the facilitator asked each participant to reflect on the
experience. Following Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle, each OBET participant made
notes in her program journal about what the activity meant personally. The reflection included
calling attention to their feelings about the activity, observations they made, what they learned,
and applications of that learning in their personal and work lives. The combination of the
physical activity and reflection was salient to Andee as she purported in her interview, “There’s a
whole lot of mental going on that you don’t comprehend until you reflect on it.” See Figure 10.
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Figure 10
Group Writing in Their Journals After an Activity
Additional perspectives expressed in the letters to an anonymous future female participant
include the following:
Sandy wrote, “I am generally not confident and I can be easily intimidated. However, I
chose to make myself extra uncomfortable and it was a great decision. Be confident, volunteer
first, try, and be happy with your outcome. Be nerdy about it. It will be good for you.” Similarly,
Andee recommended, “Not only did I learn to lead better, I learned more about myself and the
traits I possess that shape my leadership style. There were uncomfortable experiences, but you’ll
understand just how true the statement is – ‘We learn and grow the most when we’re out of our
comfort zone’” and Jane recommended, “I often felt proud that my individual strengths shined
through, other times, my weaknesses were exposed and opportunities for growth were revealed.”
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These expressions show the effect that stretching one’s comfort zone had on their
leadership development. It is commonly known that the deepest learning takes place in the most
uncomfortable situations and that learning is often associated with discomfort or even pain
(Hemesath, 2014). The study participants’ experiences and the way they describe them show the
study participants associated the uncomfortable situations they encountered with their
development as leaders.
Theme 2: Physical and Mental Challenges Lead to Individual Breakthroughs that Deepen
Understanding of Leadership
The study participants explained the multiple ways in which expanding one’s comfort
zone led to their development as leaders. The physical and mental challenges were described as
individual breakthroughs. Breaking through psychological and physical barriers, actual or
perceived, led to a deeper personal understanding of leadership in terms of the requirements of
self-leadership and extending outward to leading others. This theme and its connection to the
phenomenon of women’s leadership development was clear in Lori’s explanation.
“I think it was a big leadership moment for me to say leadership is not being the doer and
the one who takes charge all the time. Leadership's about understanding what the
dynamic of the team is like, and how we get from point A, from point B utilizing the
resources of assets and people. [It was] a pivotal moment where I [understood] the leader
is not somebody that's just going to find the problem or the task and find a way to
accomplish it. A leader is somebody that recognizes all these different vantage points and
is able to bring a group together [rather than] just dictate the way things should happen.”
The physical activities were an integral part of the OBET agenda. Their overall purpose
served as platforms for physical and mental breakthroughs designed to test personal limits,
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perceived or actual, and reset them to show what is possible. One high ropes event was a
partnership cable walk. This activity called for a pair of climbers to create buttress pressure by
holding hands opposite each other, similar to a roof gable. To begin, one participant climbed a
tree to a cable 45 feet up. The second participant followed up the same tree to another cable tied
to the same tree. Once together and standing on their own cables, the participants held each other
up first by the shoulders and then by the hands. In this formation, the participants walked the
cable in tandem from the one tree at the starting point to two different trees about four feet apart
at the ending point. The objective was to hold one another up by exerting mutual pressure at the
hands. If one partner failed, the belay team would guide both participants safely to the ground.
See Figure 11 below.

Figure 11
Partnership Cable Walk
Personal breakthroughs resulting from physical challenges were identified in the timeline
drawings such as Andee’s drawing. Andee’s timeline drawing showed her emotional progression
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from a low point which she describes as “lonely” and “anxious” on the first day of the program,
to a high note resulting from the improv activity, to a plunging low point after failing to complete
the “Leap of Faith” activity and feeling as if she had let the team down, sinking further down
because she “Let attitude get to me/Shut down” and back up again after completing the
partnership cable walk activity. See Figure 12 below.

Figure 12
Andee’s Timeline Drawing
The study participants identified physical and mental breakthroughs noting how valuable
the insights were as they thought about their leadership and interaction with others. They used
these breakthroughs to describe how they developed as leaders during the week-long program
including the way individual breakthroughs contributed to team successes and building
leadership strength. The following excerpts are from the interview transcripts.
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•

“We don’t highlight people’s talents and their strong points I discovered the need to
improve my communication skills.”

•

“I should let others go first.”

•

“People look for leadership, so I [typically] jump right in.”

•

“There is a need to learn about oneself.”

•

“I’m doing things from my own vantage point only.”

•

“I want to be seen as someone who is caring and responsive.”

•

“I can bring the group together but not dictate the way things should happen.”

•

“I get burned out trying to do everything.”

•

“It’s ok to let others do work.”

•

“I don’t always have to be the person out front.”

Theme 3: A Mixed-gender Experience Influences Development of Leadership in Diverse
Environments
All of the study participants were advocates for a mixed-gender program OBET program,
as they believed that a mixed-gender experience enriched their understanding of and appreciation
for gender diversity. The partnership cable walk and rock-climbing activities in particular gave
participants an appreciation for biological differences in sex and an improved understanding
about the power of partnership as an aspect of leadership. Participants explained that they
developed a deep appreciation for understanding and leveraging diversity of gender and other
differences to solve problems and achieve success. Jane explained the situation as “I liked the
diversity of having a lot of different people coming, different backgrounds, different needs,
wants, and desires. I definitely didn't feel that we were any less than the men during these
activities by any means.”
71

The rock-climbing wall activity presented a new leadership development experience for
the study participants. See Figure 13 below.

Figure 13
Climbing Wall
The participants’ understanding of teamwork and the value of partnering expanded and
reinforced as expressed by Sandy, “It was neat to see a diverse team come together so quickly.”
It created an opportunity for each participant to capitalize on and appreciate biological sex and
gender differences, whether in a leader or follower role. Participants discussed the support and
encouragement provided by the men in the group, especially from those who were more
physically able. Comments included:
•

“The guys really helped motivate us, especially on some of the stuff that we weren't
physically strong enough to do.”
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•

“Having men in the mix is equalizing because of the way men approach things.”

When asked the interview item, “What might this experience been like for you if all the
participants had been women? Andee noted that “I think it wouldn't have been as, um, successful
for me. I think any gender when they're with their own gender is almost too competitive and too
judgmental, and you almost criticize and over analyze what the other person is doing and what
that, um... what their hidden agenda or what their, what their obstacles really are. And I think by
making it co-ed, you get to learn how other genders work together, how other genders feel about
specific challenges, and what they're challenged by versus what you're not.
Theme 4: Gender norms, present though not always explicit, influence perceptions, behaviors,
and leadership development.
The study participants relayed their support for a mixed-gender program, but that did not
keep them from being aware of gendered experiences during the OBET program. The
participants described a number of ways that gender norms regulated their behavior in the
program and inhibited their development. For example, reflecting tenants of Bem’s (1981)
gender schema theory, Mona described in her interview the occurrences of deep-seated,
culturally-reinforced gender norms of women serving in a care-taking and moderating role
regulating her behavior and negatively impacting her experience,
“I think that my frustration, …[and] feeling that I had to step up and always be the one,
you know, always be the one who's the moderator or the organizer. That inhibited me
really from, I think getting a lot out of [the]…activity. It definitely, you know,
disengaged me.”
Mona went onto reflect,
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“I'm thinking this through [now]. I also found that, you know, people trying to organize
everything were usually the women, like, um, not maybe the activity itself, if it was a
very, if some of the activity, but definitely any of the stuff, any of the presentations stuff
we had to do.”
Mona also noted that she realized that she as well as other women were more likely to concede
and not assert their needs or ideas within the OBET activity,
“Like, I found that the women were, um, more likely to give in and be like, ‘Okay, like
I'll just do that,’ where the men were more likely to not want to take on the responsibility.
Um, you know, maybe nobody really wanted to do it. And, typically, then the women
were like, ‘All right, like, I'll do it for the good of the team,’ is what I've noticed. Yeah.”
Mona reinforced these ideas in her letter to future participants, noting,
“There were times when some members of the group (always male) wanted to rush ahead
and do their own ideas, each one off in a different direction. We were not functioning as a
team and I found myself taking the role of the mediator and frequently leading team
discussions.”
While the external and internal pressure associated with gender roles left some like,
Mona, feeling conflicted and frustrated about inhibited development. Rita, on the other hand,
experienced anger, violation, guilt, and shame when conforming to implicitly forced gender
expectations during the OBET program. Rita stated,
“Essentially we were walking along a rope and we were told not to speak and I somehow
came along somebody else who interpreted the instructions to mean that he needed to
find his flock and he needed to keep whoever he came across safe and so he came across
me and a couple other people and he was going to guide us along the rope with him. He
did so very physically and very forcibly and I sort of, because we had been given
74

instructions throughout the week of, like, safety is the number one priority, I didn't know
if the person who had found me and was guiding me was part of, like one of the guys
who was part of the trip or if he had been given different instructions than I had been
given and because he was like so forcibly, like, ‘No don't leave me you need to stay
here,’ I was like… I must need to be a part of this. I stayed with him even though it made
me feel very uncomfortable and when I realized later that it was another [sigh] person,
another one of my colleagues, it just made me feel very disrespected and made me feel
really uncomf… just the entire experience made me feel very uncomfortable, very
disrespected, very belittled. That was a low point for me throughout the week.”
In her letter to a future participant, Rita reinforced this thinking in her message, “…drastic
change needs to start somewhere for us to begin to truly develop strong female leaders who are
accepted by their male peers, or we’ll be exploring leadership by watching the strongest men
climb walls and boost each other up forever.”
Some study participants described conformity to gender norms as emotional low points
that produced negative effects, but this experience was not uniformly noted in the data. Some
participants found gender norms to be comforting, perhaps because it validates shared beliefs
about men and women and promotes social interactions that are easy to understand and follow
(Wood, et al., 2010). This notion appears in the study participants’ experiences where gender
norms, whether socially and personally imposed, were not always evaluated as negative. For
example, study participant Jane identified a normative gender role that tends to associate women
with the care-giving (Hochschild & Machung, 2012) or being “motherly” in a way that positively
influenced her OBET experience and leadership development. Jane stated,
“For myself, I think that at that time I recognized that being motherly isn't necessarily a
bad thing in your leadership roles because I was very calming and I ended up taking two
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or three people because people would, weren't so panicked about laying flat on their
stomachs, um, and facing down. But I remember I was with [Carol1] on the first one and
she was in a full panic and I was so calm. But I think that that was an experience,
experience where I was like, ‘Okay, I don't necessarily have to change. I can just be me
and sometimes it's okay to be a little like mothering.’ I think I was a little mothering in
then, in that moment, but I think it was appropriate. And then, so at that moment I said,
‘Okay, I can do this.’ You know?”
Other study participants likewise found positive aspects of gender norms. Here are three more
examples taken from the interview transcripts. Sarah said,
“Um, yeah. I think having the girls bunk together. I mean, that … I–I think sometimes at
the heart of it, we're social creatures, and–and putting us all together to–to borrow
hairdryers, or socks, or um, y–you know, what–what have you … I mean, that was just …
It–it was fun. And yeah, I mean there were even a couple of us that were french-braiding
each other's hair. So I mean I–I guess I said earlier, women can be scary, but we can be
very fun too. When all those I guess kind of terrifying barriers are–are removed, and we
can just be kind of girls hanging out.”
Rita similarly stated,
…And on Wednesday I recognized that Katarina wanted to be able to
take on a leadership opportunity but felt nervous about it and needed a little bit
more support and so I sacrificed a day in the sun to just, um that makes me sound
like a martyr–I'm not–I just I wanted to help her take that leadership opportunity.
She hadn't had one of those yet that week and is was easy enough to, to sit in and

1

All non-study Exploring Leadership participants referred to in this document have been given pseudonyms.
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help her walk through how we should logistically make sure that we're
communicating with everybody that day.
Karen agreed,
Tricia kind of acted as our cabin mom I'll say [laughs] and you know, she always
had wonderful insight and just like such a positive attitude and so, um, I think that
was kinda fun, each night the sharing that we would have right before we would
go to sleep [laughs]. Um, so that was al–I don't know, I thought it was very
positive, I guess, um, and I was going to say maybe it was because we were such
a small cabin too, like I felt like we all really were close during the week as well
too and could openly talk about our experiences.
Themes and Essences by Research Question
The table below presents the four themes aligned with the corresponding research
question and followed by the distilled essence. See Table 5 below.
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Table 5
Map of Themes and Essences to the Research Questions
Research Question

How do women experience
leadership development in an
OBET program?

Theme

Essence

Feeling honored that my
leadership potential was
recognized
Experiencing emotional highs
and lows during the OBET
experience.
Getting outside of one’s
comfort zone is essential to
leadership development

What experiences do women
have within an OBET
program that help or hinder
her leadership development?

What gender-related
experiences do women in an
OBET program have that
shape their development as
leaders?

Physical and mental
challenges lead to individual
breakthroughs that deepen
understanding of leadership
A mixed-gender experience
influences development of
leadership in diverse
environments
Gender norms, present though
not always explicit, influence
perceptions, behaviors, and
leadership development.

Development, personal and
professional, occurs when
challenge is embraced.

Gender norms influence
development both positively
and negatively.

This illustration of the relationships among research questions, themes, and essences
suggests the study participants found value in the OBET program as a way to develop leadership
capacity. For the study participants, the program delivered on its objective to build participants’
leadership capacity by stretching comfort zones, establishing trust, exercising personal
accountability, leading others, and self-discovery. The themes also allude to the program benefits
78

from a mixed-gender participant group even as it suffers from the presence of gender norms that
colored the overall experience.
Essence of the Phenomenon
The content and vocabulary used in all three data sources relayed important messages
from a personal and professional viewpoint and appear to be honest and reflective. They
suggested that the OBET program was an effective leadership development experience and
impressive on a personal level. The two essences distilled from the data show the underlying
influencers of women developing as leaders. These reinforce influencers expressed in the
Chapter Two Literature Review. These influencers first appeared in the first of two common
threads expression by the study participants – the feeling of being honored to have been selected
to participate in this OBET program. The study participants knew their selection signified that
her manager and hierarchically senior leadership teams recognized her leadership potential and
they were willing to invest in developing her leadership skills and capacity. The second common
thread was identified as another leadership developing influence – development in
uncomfortable situations. This influencer was also cited uniformly by all study participants. The
unique aspect of this influencer is its connection to emotion. Participant feelings and emotions
were expressed throughout their timeline drawings, interview transcripts, and in their letters to an
anonymous future female participant, especially in the sharing of wisdom. For example, Sandy
wrote, “This training specifically challenges you to get outside of your comfort zone, to tell
yourself you can, to grow and stretch yourself. Do it, embrace it as soon as you arrive in the
parking lot to get on the bus.”
Interestingly, the study participants’ emotions at the conclusion of the OBET program
seemed to align. Karen’s timeline drawing that showed the power of the bonding that took place
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during the program as her final caption at the end of the week reads, “Sad to leave team. We all
had different flights but stayed together until each flight left (cool).”
While the women who took part in this study were employed by the same company and
experienced this OBET program at different times, they worked in different states, settings, and
jobs across the United States and their tenure and ages varied. Despite these variations, all the
study participants shared the same essence of the experience. They largely found the physical
activities the most challenging aspect of program and acknowledged that these were the places of
deepest learning. They also acknowledge normative social and gender norms, not always
negative, that factored into their development as leaders through the experience. Consider Rita’s
letter to a future participant in which she explains,
“[The] Exploring Leadership [OBET program] was not designed for women, but neither
was the corporate world (or let’s face it, much of the world we live in). The program is
merely a reminder of the fact that nothing has really been done in the realm of radical
inclusion for women in the workplace – and in leadership roles specifically. Men have
finally said women can come sit at the table, but the chairs aren’t the right size and no
one is making it easy for us to find a seat. Things won’t change for the better until we
throw away the table and chairs completely and redesign the entire meeting space so that
it works for everyone in the room.”
Summary
This study examined a week-long outdoor-based experiential training (OBET) program
for leadership development, Exploring Leadership, as experienced by seven women who
participated in the program during 2018 and 2019. Their shared lived experiences led to a better
understanding of the phenomenon of leadership development for women as experienced in this
OBET program. Each study participant provided three data elements: a timeline drawing of the
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highs and lows of their week, a one-to-one in-depth interview guided by 10 semi-structured
items, and a three-paragraph letter composed to a future anonymous female participant of the
same program. These data elements, in turn, provided insights for the study’s research questions:
1) How do women experience leadership development in an OBET program? 2) What
experiences do women have within an OBET program that help or hinder her leadership
development? and 3) What gender-related experiences do women in an OBET program have that
shape their development as leaders? Rigorous analysis of the data from the timeline drawings
and the in-depth interviews revealed four themes.
The findings of this study may help instructional designers formulate leadership
development programs that connect with women participants, especially in a mixed-gender
setting. This connection can, and perhaps should, be driven by inclusiveness that goes beyond
the add-women-and-stir approach to standard programs generally written for men (Martin &
Myerson, 1998). The findings of this study also suggest that the role of the facilitator is central
to the experience. This was especially visible in the references to the reflection period that
followed each activity. This part of the experiential learning process was guided by the facilitator
and, as such, enabled the connection between the experience and the meaning that experience
created for each participant. Potential paths are discussed in Chapter Five.
The results of this study suggest that instructional designers of OBET programs and their
facilitators must have an awareness and understanding of the unique needs of women developing
as leaders, especially assumptions and stereotypes related to gender. Leaders, decision makers,
and providers in the leadership development field are challenged with the best ways to establish,
support, and drive learning environments that build skill and capacity in their participants that
translate into greater leadership competency overall. The insights supplied by these study
participants provide a glimpse into what women participants of leadership development
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programs experience and how they experience them, an offer guidance on how OBET programs
can be improved for women participants and, consequently, for their male co-participants.
Indeed, entire curricula of leadership development programs can benefit from these results.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
The purpose of this qualitative study was to better understand the phenomenon of
women’s leadership development by examining the shared lived experiences of a purposeful
sample of women who participated in an outdoor-based experiential training (OBET) program
called Exploring Leadership. Seven women study participants selected through purposeful
sampling relayed their experiences through three data points each. The first of these was an
artistic expression in the form of a timeline drawing depicting the high and low points of their
week-long experience in the program. The second data point was participation in a one-to-one
interview. Five of the interviews took place by phone due to geographic distance and travel
restrictions, and one of these also included video interaction. Two interviews took place in
person. Ten semi-structured questions, derived from the literature and aligned with the three
research questions, guided the interviews. Follow-up questions were used as needed to provide
clarity and to ensure I understood the participants’ responses. Each interview was audio-recorded
and sent to a commercial service for verbatim transcription. Each study participant received the
transcript of her interview for member checking. The third data point was a letter that each study
participant wrote to an anonymous future female participant of the same OBET program. This
letter was composed in three paragraphs and answered the general question, “Given your
participation in this OBET program for leadership development, what message would you
convey to a future participant about your experience?”
Researcher bracketing was an important element of this study because, in addition to
being the principal investigator for this study, I served as a curriculum developer and cofacilitator of the OBET program in which participants took part. I was also an employee of the
organization that sponsored the program for the study participants. It should also be noted that
while the study participants were not my immediate coworkers, we were employees of the same
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organization and experienced the same program agenda at different times during 2018 and 2019.
For these reasons, it was important to identify and mitigate potential researcher biases. This
included keeping my photo journal and accompanying notes of the OBET programs open for
reference during the explication of the data, reading and identifying statement into the record of
each interview transcript, and utilizing semi-structured, non-leading interview items that allowed
the study participants to relay their experiences as they wished and in their own words.
Reflective conversations and feedback from my dissertation advisor throughout the study also
served to identify and bracket my perceptions and biases.
Following the data collection, I compiled and sorted all responses into units of meaning,
then clustered the units of meaning from the timeline drawings and the interviews to form
themes (Groenwald, 2004). Four themes emerged. Triangulation of the data from the three data
sources provided a composite view of what the study participants experienced in the program
and how they experienced it. The reduction of the themes delivered two essences from the study
participant perspective: 1) development, personal and professional, occurs when challenge is
embraced, and 2) gender norms influence development both positively and negatively.
The study participants shared insights that made important contributions to a better
understanding of leadership development for women. This chapter begins with a summary and
discussion of the explicated data as they relate to the study’s three research questions and as they
appear in the literature. This chapter closes with key findings of the study, the study’s
limitations, and recommendations for future studies.
Summary and Discussion of the Findings
Two textual themes emerged in the data, demonstrating what women experienced when
participating in the OBET program. First, all of the study participants expressed feelings of
gratitude and honor at being selected to participate in this program because it signified
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recognition by the organization of having leadership potential worthy of investment. This
coheres with the literature reviewed in chapter two that discussed organizations exercising
options to invest in leadership development programs and establishing training budgets to
support the effort (Ho, 2016; O’Leonard, 2014). Second, all of the study participants explained
that throughout the OBET program, they experienced emotional highs and lows. These
emotional responses were not investigated separately. They were instead treated as a
consolidated data point expressed in the timeline drawings and explained during the individual
interviews.
The structural descriptions offered by the study participants about their experiences were
shaped by their willingness to stretch their comfort zones and experience the physical and mental
challenges presented in the program. The study participants’ awareness of and sensitivity to the
presence of gender norms and biases, not always negative and not always visible, also shaped
their development. Some gendered experiences were described as deflating and disengaging,
while others were described as comforting and encouraging. These findings are not surprising
when leadership is defined using masculine norms and when the same norms intentionally or
unconsciously guide the design of leadership development programs. Similar to the findings for
this study, others have found that women participants are likely to have a gendered experience if
programs originally written for men adopt the add-women-and-stir approach (Martin &
Myerson, 1998).
The essence of what women experienced in an outdoor-based experiential training
program (OBET) for leadership development demonstrate that, in essence, they believed learning
took place as a result of stretching their comfort zones into uncomfortable or challenging
situations, and that gender norms persisted throughout the program, though not all were negative
experiences. These gender norms influenced their development. Participant insight into the
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essence of gender norms and biases, whether implicit or explicit, in both positive and negative
forms, showing the deeply ingrained notions of gender. Bem’s (1981) gender schema theory
(GST) was used as a lens to examine the gender issues in this study, and it illuminated the
outcomes reported in Chapter Four. For example, the study participants who relayed experiences
of feeling pressured to assume a task or role may not have readily identified the origins of such
action. Gender schema theory explains the way gender norms are formed and maintained,
beginning in childhood and why they are deeply rooted. The stereotypes that eventually emerge
from these norms influence our thinking and our behavior in unexpected and unconscious ways.
Gender schema theory provided a way to explain why these women experienced self-imposed
normative gender roles. As detailed by the study participants, these schemas influenced their
perceptions, behavior, and leadership development. Unfortunately, negative gendered
experiences were not addressed. This left one study participant, Rita, feeling “very
uncomfortable, very disrespected, very belittled,” and with no recourse to confront or discuss
these feelings. She did not say if this negative experienced played a role in her development as a
leader. As discussed in Chapter Two, these gender norms and biases can influence the way
leadership development programs are designed, the way content that is presented, and the way
leadership concepts are explained. Facilitators face a unique risk with gender biases. Once a
facilitator verbalizes a word, phrase, statement, or question, or once he or she takes action, it is
difficult or impossible to retract, erase, or replace it.
The decision to conduct this study in an OBET setting delivered on the expectation that
the unique and unpredictable environment, combined with the types of activities and mixedgender participant audience, would cause instances of gender bias to be readily apparent. The
experiences shared by the study participants indicated appreciation for learning through the
expansion of comfort zones by way of physical and psychological breakthroughs. They also
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showed that women participants were aware of gender norms in situ and managed them as
needed. Instructional designers and program facilitators can leverage these experiences to
improve their OBET program development and delivery practice.
This study findings also contribute to the body of OBET literature as Chapter Two
demonstrated that research of OBET programs has focused on youth (Asfeldt &Hvenegaard,
2014), college students (Harper & Webster, 2017), and adult learners (Bloemhoff, 2016) for
educational and therapeutic applications, including drug rehabilitation and mental health
wellness. Despite the popularity of OBET programs and research demonstrating its effectiveness
for leadership development in particular (Gillis & Speelman, 2008; Rhodes & Martin, 2014),
there are few studies that have examined the experiences of women participants in mixed-gender
OBET programs thereby missing an opportunity to bring forward unique needs of women
developing as leaders. These unique needs include executive sponsorship and access to powerful
networks (Carli & Eagly, 2016), open conversations about deliberate and unconscious bias in the
workplace, and challenges to perceived traditional roles for women in addition to coaching and
mentoring for individual leadership development. These findings thus begin building a
foundation of literature where little exists and where further study is needed to create a
foundation for theoretically-grounded frameworks for all types of leadership development and
especially for women developing as leaders.
Suggestions to Improve the Practice
The experiences shared by the participants of this study reveal aspects of the OBET
program that are salient for women’s leadership development. These provide insight into ways
experiences in the program helped build their leadership skills and capacity. They also
detailed gendered experiences that hindered their leadership development. Instructional
designers and facilitators of OBET programs can benefit by allowing these results to inform
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program designs and features to have the greatest impact on leadership development,
especially for women participants.
The two essences synthesized from the study participants’ input describe the essential
core drivers of the leadership development experience in this OBET program: 1) development,
personal and professional, occurs when challenge is embraced, and 2) gender norms influence
development both positively and negatively. Based on these findings, instructional designers
and program facilitators are encouraged to first develop a deep understanding of the many
ways leadership is defined and described. Following this, instructional designers and
facilitators should work together to design and develop innovative ways to build leadership
skills and capacity through experiences that are unfamiliar yet safe. To address the persistence
of gender norms, instructional designers and facilitators must be well-versed on current
research about the unique needs of women developing as leaders in organizations. This
direction aligns with thought leader assertions, noted in Chapter Two, that designers of
leadership development programs involving women must have knowledge of and experience
in leadership, adult learning, and organizational change, be cognizant of gender issues (Bierema,
2017).
Instructional Design of Programs
This study offers considerations for the instructional design of OBET programs,
especially where women are involved as participants. First, the findings show that stretching
comfort zones is essential for learning. In OBET programs, embedding physical activities in
unpredictable natural surroundings provides a unique learning experience. Activities that take
learners out of their comfort zones must involve a balance of mental effort and physical
exertion. An optimal program sequence is to place breakthrough-oriented physical activities at
the beginning of the program, followed by mental effort-oriented activities so breakthroughs
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can be recognized and processed individually. This sequence allows aspects of individual
breakthroughs to be incorporated into personal learning. Short or lighter physical activities
may be appropriate for learners who are new to the OBET experience and whose feelings of
anxiety or insecurity could interfere with learning. Physical activities may be progressively
difficult and complex for more experienced outdoor enthusiasts developing their leadership
skills. Program designs may include learning devices that set the stage for leadership lessons
such as videos or small group scenario-based discussions that focus on core aspects of
leadership. Another option is to allow program participants to see and handle the safety
harnesses and ropes in advance of the safety briefing. This can build anticipation in advance
of the first round of activities and result in curiosity that opens learning channels.
The findings show the period of reflection following physical activities is a valuable
learning device. Guided by the facilitator, these post-event discussions helped personalize the
meaning of the experience and deepen understanding of the leadership lesson by connecting
the experience in metaphorical ways to existing knowledge. Following the reflection period,
facilitators asked program participants to make entries in a personal journal about their
experience, whether in words or drawings. The study participants referred to their journals to
recall experiences and associated emotions to create their timeline drawing. The instructional
design of OBET programs should, therefore, frame each activity with 1) a learning objective,
2) an activity that exercises the features of that objective, and 3) a post-event facilitated
discussion to reinforce the learning objective. For example, a simulated mission involving a
team of 10 program participants may have a learning objective related to team leadership. The
features of the activity may test the coordination of talent and skill of the team members, the
use of available resources, and the stages of team development (Tuckman, 1965). The
facilitator leads the group in a discussion about their experience after the activity, using a list
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of thought-provoking questions designed to focus on the team dynamics that occurred during
the mission. After the group discussion, participants are given time to journal their thoughts.
Instructional designers can craft questions for facilitators to use as a guide to lead the
participants to deeper learning and application of the learning. These are instruments that can
ensure participants make the necessary intellectual connections between the activity and the
associated leadership lesson. They ensure instructional soundness and help to maintain
consistency across instances of the program so they can be evaluated for instructional
effectiveness. The 45-foot vertical climbing wall activity offers another example of this threepoint instructional framing. The design could provide a framework to discuss feelings of
being overwhelmed by the size and scope of a task. It would begin by directing the
participants to freely walk around the area surrounding the climbing wall to “size up” the task
as they examine it from multiple angles. This can be translated to sizing up problems in the
workplace, requiring demonstration of leadership behaviors such as composure and courage.
Following the activity, a guided discussion template can ensure facilitators connect the
activity to the leadership skills such as communication and teamwork.
Second, the study findings encourage instructional designers of OBET programs to
account for gender as a foundational element in the design of any OBET program. This is
especially true for OBET programs for leadership development that include women because
literature is clear that “persistent gender bias too often disrupts the learning process at the heart
of becoming a leader” (Ibarra et al., 2013, p. 61). It is not surprising, therefore to note the
findings rendered a theme that identified gender norms as being present though not always
explicit and that these influence perceptions, behaviors, and leadership development of all
participants. Belasen (2012) offered a starting point for leadership development practitioners by
identifying two broad categories of challenges women face as they develop as leaders in business
90

settings – competing demands and traditional boundaries. These categories can serve as a
framework for assessing whether leadership development programs recognize and are responsive
to the unique needs of women developing as leaders within their organizations. For example, a
mixed-gender OBET leadership development program may include an information segment and
accompanying activity that offers historical context and current research on hurdles women face
in the workplace. Men and women alike may discover they have unknowingly been involved in
creating and supporting these hurdles. The philosophy behind diversity and inclusion awareness
must embrace the knowledge and understanding that such awareness is both challenging and
enriching. Instructional designers must account for the unique needs of women developing as
leaders and build content that speaks to these. This requires staying abreast of trends related to
women in leadership, including issues and opportunities faced by women in business, the
most-recent data on the representation of women in business leadership roles, and women’s
leadership successes, to name a few. It also includes maintaining competency and fluency in
the unique needs of women in business. This study brought to light the gendered schema that
may have hindered the study participants’ development as leaders, and thus fulfillment of the
leadership development objectives of the OBET program. Lack of acknowledgement may have
been the hindrance, which reinforces the need for guided reflections that include open and honest
discussions about gender or gender awareness. Considering the power of the post-activity
reflection period, these may serve to conduct open discussion of gender norms and biases
guided by open-ended questions to illuminate situations and occurrences. If the facilitator
notices insufficient psychological safety to manage such a discussion, he or she might offer all
participants direct access for individual coaching and counseling on the topic. Whether in a
group setting or individually, the aim is to make space and devote time for these discussions
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to take place. This serves a dual development purpose of learning to lead oneself and learning
to lead others.
Finally, the study findings suggest that physical and mental challenges lead to individual
breakthroughs that deepen understanding of leadership. This challenges instructional designers
to develop a medium to better understand what challenges work better than others and what
breakthroughs deepen understanding of leadership. Instructional designers typically use
evaluation instruments to capture these details. The study participants anecdotally mentioned
they wished there had been more time to offer their thoughts about the program elements they
found useful and purposeful in the form of an evaluation. Unfortunately, evaluations are often
solicited at the conclusion of a program and thus are limited to initial reactions, which may be
influenced by a state of euphoria that commonly exists as a program ends and this program
was no different. Evaluations were hastily completed with little or no time to convey deeper
insights as participants shifted their focus on adjourning the program and travelling back to
their homes. Longitudinal studies to gauge transfer and application of learning may not be
practical for corporate educators. Instructional designers may consider changing the timing
and the focus of evaluation instruments and methods to optimize the time and access to the
participants. This could mean changing or redesigning evaluation instruments such as
Kirkpatrick’s Four Levels of Evaluation (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006) and other
validated forms of evaluation that measure learning impacts and outcomes. Instructional
designers know these outcomes inform the creation, selection, composition, and sequencing of
program content. They should also guide decision-making and program maintenance plans,
including the identification of content that must be updated or retired. Without these
evaluation instruments, programs may be assessed on the basis of popularity with program
participants instead of their effectiveness as learning experiences. A possible enhancement
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may be to evaluate learning outcomes instead of reactions at the conclusion of a program. The
evaluation items would change from reaction or impulse-type questions to learning oriented
items that require deeper thought and consideration. The placement of the evaluation would
also change from the conclusion of the program to the evening before the last day of the
program. This new evaluation should be balanced on the front end of the program with a
learning agreement that expresses the program’s objectives.
Facilitation of Programs
In addition to instructional design improvements, this study reinforced the importance of
the facilitator as an influential factor in the leadership development experience within this OBET
program. Instructional designers must collaborate with program facilitators to establish and
sustain a reciprocal flow of ideas based on practical experience. Programs written from a
purely theoretical perspective may be less usable causing facilitators to abandon them and by
extension, causing programs to lack consistency. This could result in inconsistent experiences
within a program, failure to deliver on instructional objectives and program goals, and
uncertainty about the program’s reliability as a valuable leadership development experience.
Facilitators must be both scientific and artful when they lead post-activity reflections.
They are not only responsible for ensuring participants grasp instructional concepts, they are also
responsible for making necessary experiential connections. The study participants found the
facilitator’s involvement to have significant value as a constant guide for the creation of
knowledge from their experiences. Because facilitators are charged with ensuring concepts are
well-articulated and contextualized for impactful learning, they must work closely with
instructional designers to understand the outcomes of program evaluations where participants
share their thoughts on activities they valued most. Facilitation is salient in safely and effectively
encouraging participants to get out of their comfort zones. Previous research provides the
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guidelines for program leaders and facilitators who manage learning in outdoor environments
where learners take risks (Priest & Gass, 2018). Ultimately, facilitators serve as agents for and
enablers of the co-creation of knowledge. Facilitator competencies to consider might include:
•

Listening. A facilitator listens actively and is responsive.

•

Collaboration. A facilitator is an agent for and enabler of the co-creation of
knowledge through collaboration.

•

Problem solving. A facilitator is skilled in group dynamics and problem-solving
techniques.

•

Conflict management. A facilitator recognizes that conflict among participants is
natural and manages it constructively.

•

Empathy. A facilitator demonstrates the ability to “walk in another’s shoes” and is
understanding of others’ feelings.

In addition to these basic competencies, facilitators of OBET programs involving women
participants must maintain a thorough understanding of gender diversity, equity, and inclusion.
They must be astute to potentially gendered actions, reactions, and references, whether
intentional or not, and have the courage and educational foundation to provide coaching and
address issues as they occur. As illustrated in this study, gendered experiences occurred and went
undiscussed during the OBET program. When the study participants were asked in the interview
to recall potentially gendered experiences, they noted a range of gendered experiences and
personal schema that influenced their experience. Given this, facilitators of OBET program
involving women participants must be well versed in gender issues and sensitive to the unique
needs of women developing as leaders.
As with instructional designers of these programs, this requires special attention to
current issues and trends related to women in the workplace. Facilitators can find themselves in
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the unique position of steering spontaneous conversations that can influence program
participants in a positive or negative manner. What facilitators say and how they say it can have
a lasting effect on each program participant, be it positive or negative. The facilitator’s body
language also plays a part in the experience and is a part of deliberate or spontaneous statements,
conversations, and commentaries not directly related to program elements. This points to the
need to provide ongoing professional development for facilitators. Such programs can help
facilitators improve their skills and knowledge while gaining insights into their practice to
identify learning needs (Perry & Boyland, 2017).
The study participants made specific recommendations for future female participants of
this OBET program in their letters. These include “be open minded, trust the process, and trust
yourself”, “bring the tools back and use these tools with your team immediately, “focus solely on
how to make yourself better for you and those that you manage or influence”, “fully engage in
the program and you will see tremendous growth”, and “get everything you possibly can out of
this training. Be nerdy about it. It will be good for you.” Andee’s words of wisdom were to
“listen intently and participate with an open mind and heart, knowing that each discussion and
each activity has a unique message or tool for you – have fun!” While these recommendations
were made with anonymous future female participants in mind, the recommendations serve all
participants of this OBET program.
Lessons drawn from these shared lived experiences might benefit women considering this
type of experiential programming as part of their leadership development plan. They may also
benefit the immediate supervisors, coaches, mentors, and sponsors of women developing as
leaders, as well as human resource professionals who manage leadership development programs
for women leaders within organizations.
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Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research
While this study resulted in several important findings, some limitations should be noted.
First, this study was confined to a single OBET program sponsored by a single organization. The
program developer, facilitators, and the participants are employees of the same organization. As
noted previously, I am this study’s researcher, the OBET program developer, and one of its
facilitators. I am also an employee of the same organization, which makes the participants and
co-facilitators my coworkers. This insular effect limits these results to this sponsoring
organization and could limit the ability to generalize the results. However, the insights provided
by the participants in this study and the recommendations derived from them may be beneficial
to any OBET program professional or student of outdoor leadership programs.
Second, this study lacks the perspectives of the male participants of this OBET program even
though the delimitation to women was purposeful for this study. It also lacks the perspectives of
instructors and support personnel. Their insights would have offered points of comparison that
could further enlighten the research questions. This study was aimed at establishing a better
understanding of women’s experiences in a mixed-gender program, and while this narrow focus
allowed for deeper analysis of their experiences, it did not fully identify, recognize, and
appreciate the influence of the camaraderie with their male co-participants who experienced the
same program. A third limitation is the homogeneity of the group of study participants. All seven
study participants were Caucasian Americans. A study that includes experiences relayed by
women participants of other races, ethnic origins, and countries of origin would have likely
expanded the list of themes and may have given this research study a more global application.
It is recommended that future qualitative studies broaden the scope to include the
perspective of male participants, international participants, and more than one OBET site and
different program designs. Future mixed-methods studies could uncover important information
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about the elements of outdoor-based experiential leadership development programs that work
better for men only, women only, and for mixed-gender groups. Another study could focus on
the Pygmalion effect (Rosenthal, 1973) within these programs. The study participants expressed
feeling “honored”, “flattered”, and “noticed” for having been selected to participate in this
program. It would be interesting to investigate whether these emotions resulted in perceived
deeper learning as a direct result of having been recognized. A study of facilitator perspectives
may show interesting findings related to hyper-development of participants who know they are
high potential employees versus participants who do not know. A bounded case study of an
OBET program using a different theoretical lens could examine the experiences of all
participants of a single program and account for the experiences of the male participants as they
engage with their female co-participants in all the activities. In addition to and perhaps following
a bounded case study, a guided theory study may be useful in composing a theory-based guide
for developing and conducting leadership development programs of any type.
Finally, future studies might look at OBET programs within the framework of a learning
theory or an instructional design theory. For example, Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory
could illuminate this OBET program’s effectiveness. Heifetz’s (1994) adaptive learning theory
could test the program’s ability to build leadership capability related to change management.
These theories could help to distinguish program components that are most impactful as learning
levers and which are more suitable as team builder activities where leadership development
objectives are secondary to building camaraderie. And, this study also sets the stage for future
research aimed at building theoretically grounded frameworks for OBET programs, the outcomes
of which may have applications for other types of leadership development programs.
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Conclusion
This study rendered important insights from women participants of this particular OBET
program. The textural and structural insights provide a better understanding of what women
experience in an OBET program for leadership development. The findings also highlight the
importance of the program facilitator whose influence extends beyond program interactions to
include social learning interactions.
This study’s findings show appreciation for getting outside one’s comfort zone to set the
stage for physical and mental breakthroughs that establish pathways to learning about leadership.
They also express the presence of gender norms, though not always negative, that are so deeply
ingrained for some individuals that they go unnoticed, are waved off as unimportant, or are
passed over with resignation that change is not feasible. The women study participants relayed
their desire to lead and acknowledged that the road to achieving career goals is not the same for
women as it is for men. This study can serve as a foundation for the development and
implementation of a theoretically-grounded framework to guide instructional designers and
program facilitators of OBET programs for leadership development, as well as for all leadership
development programs involving a mixed-gender participant groups.
This study contributes to the practice of instruction and curriculum leadership by
illuminating how women experience leadership development. The current standard or tendency
to add-women-and-stir into programs typically written for men requires women participants of
leadership development programs to adapt to gender norms and biases. These adjustments may
be voluntary or involuntary and may not always be negative. In the case of OBET programs
involving an unfamiliar and unpredictable wilderness setting, coupled with high and low ropes
physical activities, women participants must be considered equally interested, physically able,
and capable to fully participate alongside their male co-participants. In some cases, women
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participants out-performed men in the same physical activity within this OBET program. This
aligns with the current thinking that women are equally as capable as men to lead. Organizations
investing in leadership development for their women employees must therefore focus on the
unique needs of women developing as leaders and offer plans and programs that account for
these. Organizations investing in OBET programs for leadership development must ensure the
program content is grounded in theory and informed by multi-level evaluations. Finally,
instructional designers and program facilitators are encouraged to think together and work
together as they create and deliver leadership development programs for all participants.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: OBET Program Agenda
16 Men in Bunk Houses 2 & 3
6 Women in Bunk House 1
Facilitator #1 – Back of Tack Lodge
Facilitator #2 – Bunk in House 4

Sunday
TIME

ACTIVITY

1:30 p.m.

Arrive Team Trek on bus

2:00 p.m.

Introductions/Group Icebreaker

3:15 p.m.

Participants bring MBTI blue books to Lodge
Organizational priorities handout
Overview of Exploring Leadership
- Safety Briefing
- Plants and Animals of Team Trek
“Regrets” video
Comfort Zone vs. Zone of Possibility
Challenge by Choice handout
Introduce Accountability Partner concept
Introduce Deposit Slips

4:15 p.m.

MBTI

5:30 p.m.

Dinner

6:15 p.m.

Improv exercises – Comfort Zone session

8:00 p.m.

Coat of Arms Assignment

8:15 p.m.

Form small groups

Monday
TIME

ACTIVITY

6:30 a.m.

Breakfast

7:15 a.m.

Charlie Plumb Video and debrief
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8:15 a.m.

Leadership Model overview

9:00 a.m.

Employee Engagement

9:30 a.m.

Experiential Learning Cycle Process

9:45 a.m.

Break and prep for Safety Harness training

10:15 a.m.

Safety Harness Training
Facilitator #1

Facilitator #2

11:00 a.m.

K2 Leap

Main Leap

1:00 p.m.

Lunch

2:00 p.m.

Climbing Wall

Partner Triangle

4:00 p.m.

Partner Triangle

Climbing Wall

6:00 p.m.

Dinner

Tuesday
TIME

ACTIVITY

6:30 a.m.

Breakfast
Facilitator #1

Facilitator #2

7:15 a.m.

Destroyed Bridge

Deadly Virus (map)

9:30 a.m.

Deadly Virus (map) Destroyed Bridge

11:30 a.m.

Lunch

12:30 p.m.

Complex Highlands

3:30 p.m.

PORT

6:00 p.m.

Dinner

8:00 p.m.

Work on Coat of Arms

PORT

Complex Highlands

Wednesday
TIME

ACTIVITY

6:30 a.m.

Breakfast/Pack Lunch

7:15 a.m.

Nuclear Meltdown

9:30 a.m.

Meltdown debrief

10:15 a.m.

Introduce Amazon Trek
Amazon Trek Packet, 4 Maps, 4 Compasses, 5 Radios

3:15 p.m.

Return from gathering markers
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3:30 p.m.

Depart for lake

6:00 p.m.

Dinner

7:00 p.m.

Group self-debrief/presentation prep

Thursday
TIME

ACTIVITY

6:30 a.m.

Breakfast

7:15 a.m.

Group Presentation

9:00 a.m.

Walk of Life

11:30 a.m.

Lunch

12:30 p.m.

Solo Trek

6:00 p.m.

Dinner

7:00 p.m.

Present Coat of Arms

TIME

ACTIVITY

6:30 a.m.

Breakfast

7:00 a.m.

Pack, clean up

7:30 a.m.

Event recaps/group presentations

9:30 a.m.

Meet/plan with Accountability Partner

10:00 a.m.

Back Home Commitments, etc.

11:15 a.m.

Box Lunch on Bus

11:30 a.m.

Depart on Bus

Friday
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Appendix B: Sample Participant Informed Consent Form

Institutional Review Board
315 Administration Bldg.
Memphis, TN 38152-3370
Office: 901.678.2705
: 901.678.221

Consent for Research Participation
Title

Women’s Experiences with Leadership
Development in an Outdoor-Based
Experiential Training Program

Researcher(s)

Maria del Socorro Hubbard, University of
Memphis

Researchers Contact Information

(901) 606-3028, mdhbbrd1@memphis.edu

You are being asked to participate in a research study. The box below highlights key information
for you to consider when deciding if you want to participate. More detailed information is
provided below the box. Please ask the researcher any questions about the study before you make
your decision. If you volunteer, you will be one of five people to do so.

Key Information for You to Consider
Voluntary Consent: You are being asked to volunteer for a research study. It is up to you
whether you choose to participate or not. There will be no penalty or loss of benefit to
which you are otherwise entitled if you choose not to participate or discontinue
participation.
Purpose: The purpose of this research is to better understand the experiences of women
participants in an outdoor-based experiential training program for leadership development
– what they experienced and how they experienced it, including any gender-biased
behavior they may have observed or personally experienced.
Duration: It is expected that your participation will last about 2 hours total investment of
time across three activities.
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Procedures and Activities: You will be asked to 1) Create a drawing on paper that depicts
the high and low points of the week-long experience, 2) respond to 10 interview questions
about the week-long experience and verbally explain the elements of the drawing, and 3)
compose a three-paragraph letter to a future participant expressing your views about the
program and words of wisdom.
Risk: Some of the foreseeable risk or discomforts of your participation include recall and
verbalization of experiences may be emotionally uncomfortable or have some
psychological risk such as embarrassment, fear, guilt, etc.
Benefits: Some of the benefits that may be expected include psychological or emotional
cathartic release associated with sharing certain experiences. A benefit to the researcher is
the hope to learn/gain insights from study participants about their experiences with the
OBET program that can lead to better understanding of what program participants feel
helps or hinders their leadership development and the effect of gender-biased behavior in
mixed-gender leadership development programs.
Alternatives: As an alternative to participation you could, provide responses to the three
activities in written form. This may be advantageous to participants who are unable to meet
in person or by phone.
Who is conducting this research?
Maria del Socorro Hubbard of the University of Memphis, Department of Education is in
charge of the study. His/her faculty advisor is Dr. Amanda Rockinson-Szapkiw. There may
be other research team members assisting during the study.
No member of the research team has a significant financial interest, and/or a conflict of
interest related to this research project.
Why is this research being done?
The purpose of this study is to better understand the experiences of a purposeful sampling
of women participants of an outdoor-based experiential training (OBET) program for the
purpose of identifying behaviors that help or hinder their development as leaders in this
program. You are being invited to participate because you identify as a woman and you
completed the OBET program known as Exploring Leadership sometime in 2018-2019.
How long will I be in this research?
The research will be conducted at the headquarters offices of the organization that employs
the researcher and the study participants and which sponsors the OBET program under
study. It should take about two hours of your time to complete the three research activities.
The three activities may be completed in one sitting or may be conducted in three stages.
Completion of the drawing may comprise 30 minutes, the interview may average 60
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minutes in duration, and the composition of a three-paragraph letter to a future participant
may require an abbreviated time of about 30 minutes since the instructions for the letter are
provided in advance of the interview.
What happens if I agree to participate in this Research?
If you agree you will be asked to share your experience with the Exploring Leadership
program which you completed in 2018-2019. You will receive an introductory email that
describes the research being conducted, what is being asked of you, and the approximate
investment of your time needed to complete the research study. Specifically, you will be
asked to:
1. Create a drawing on paper that depicts the high and low points of the week-long
program, which you will bring with you to the one-to-one interview. You will be
asked to explain what experiences created the high and low points throughout the
week.
2. Next, we will schedule a one-to-one interview that may be conducted in person or
by phone and will be audio recorded. The audio recording of your interview will
be sent to a service entity that will transcribe the interview into a delineated
document. This document will be shared with you so that you can check it for
completeness and accuracy.
3. Lastly, you will be asked to compose a three-paragraph letter to an anonymous
future female participant of the same program.
The information about you that will be obtained is limited to your name, which will be
protected through the use of a pseudonym in all research documents, your age in a ten-year
age range, your gender, your race or ethnicity, your role within the organization, and the
dates you attended the Exploring Leadership program.
This research will be conducted at the headquarters location of the organization that
employs you and me, and that sponsored your participation in the Exploring Leadership
program.
You will receive the email introduction and a follow-up call with a request to schedule an
interview in January 2020. Interviews will be scheduled at an agreed-upon date and time
within the two weeks that follow, and then you’ll have up to two weeks to complete the
third task which is to compose a letter to a future participant about your experience within
the Exploring Leadership program.
Please note the timetable below for a time-line description of the research study activities.
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Date Range

Activity

Jan 20 – 24

You will receive an email from me that introduces the study,
explains what is being asked of you, and outlines instructions for
the drawing activity.
I will call you to answer any questions you have about the study
and about being a study participant.

Jan 27 – Jan 31

You will receive this Informed Consent Form to review.
If you decide to be a study participant, you will sign and return
the Informed Consent Form to me by Jan 31.

Feb 3 – 7

Once I receive this Informed Consent Form signed by you, I will
contact you to schedule a one-to-one interview at an agreed-upon
date and time between Feb 5 and Feb 14.

Feb 5 – 14

You and I will meet for a one-to-one interview in person or by
phone.

Feb 10 – 21

You will complete the letter composition activity and send it to
me in the body of an email.

Details about the interview:
The interview portion of the study will be audio-recorded. No photographs or video will be
taken during the research study.
You can skip any question that makes you uncomfortable and you can stop the interview at
any time. The interview items are fashioned around three research questions: How do
women experience leadership development in an OBET program? What experiences do
women have within an OBET program that help or hinder her leadership development?
What gender-related experiences do women in an OBET program have that shape their
development as leaders?
Interview questions will focus on your experiences during the week-long program and will
ask about any gender-biased experiences you may have had or observed.
We will tell you about any new information that may affect your willingness to continue
participating in the research.
What happens to the information collected for this research?
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Information collected for this research will be used to contribute to ongoing research about
outdoor-based experiential training programs, leadership development for women, the
effects of gender bias on women’s leadership development, curriculum design for
leadership development program involving women, the establishment of a theory-based
framework for instructional design of women’s leadership development programs,
guidelines for leadership development program facilitation, and similar or related studies.
The results of this study will be published in a dissertation manuscript in partial fulfillment
of a Doctor of Education degree for the researcher. In addition, your name will not be used
in any published reports, conference presentations, etc. without first obtaining your express
permission.
We may publish/present the results or this research. However, we will keep your name and
other identifying information confidential. The information collected for this research may
be used for future research. For this reason, all information and data collected from the
study participants will be held in a password-protected electronic file and managed soley
by the researcher.
How will my privacy and data confidentiality be protected?
We promise to protect your privacy and security of your personal information as best we
can. Although you need to know about some limits to this promise. Measures we will take
include:
• Conducting the one-to-one interview in a closed-door office setting or private
telephone line
• Protecting your privacy by conducting our interactions in one-to-one
environment. This study is not in a group setting where other study participants
are present.
• Protecting confidentiality by storing all identifying information about you or
related to your responses in a password-protected electronic file on my personal
computer. The data will be stored in this manner during data analysis and coding.
Following the publication of the dissertation manuscript, original data will be
encoded for future use or will be destroyed.
• Taking steps to protect confidentiality from unexpected data security and storage
breaches.
Individuals and organizations that monitor this research may be permitted access to
inspect the research records. This monitoring may include access to your private
information and your drawings, your responses to the interview questions, and your letter
to a future program participant. These individuals and organizations include:
• The Institutional Review Board
• Government regulatory agencies
• The organization that employs us and sponsors the Exploring Leadership program
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What if I want to stop participating in this research?
It is up to you to decide whether you want to volunteer for this study. It is also ok to
decide to end your participation at any time. There is no penalty or loss of benefits to
which you are otherwise entitled if you decided to withdraw your participation. Your
decision about participating will not affect your relationship with the researcher or the
University of Memphis. If you decide at any point that you wish to discontinue your
participation in this study, send me a statement to this effect via email to
mdhbbrd1@memphis.edu.
Will it cost me money to take part in this research?
No. There are no costs to you associated with participation in this research study.
What if I am injured due to participating in this research?
The University of Memphis does not have funds set aside to pay for the cost of any care
or treatment that might be necessary because you got hurt or sick while taking part in this
study. Also, the University of Memphis will not pay for any wages you may lose if you
are harmed by this study.
Medical costs that result from research related harm cannot be included as regular
medical cost. Therefore, the medical costs related to your care and treatment because of
research related harm
Will be your responsibility -ORMay be paid by your insurer if you are insured by a health insurance company (You
should ask your insurer if you have any questions regarding your insurer’s willingness to
pay under these circumstances.)
You do not give up any legal rights by signing this document.
Will I receive any compensation or reward for participating in this research?
No. You will not be compensated for taking part in this research
Who can answer my question about this research?
Before you decide to volunteer for this study, please ask the researcher any questions that
might come to mind. Later, if you have questions, suggestions, concerns, or complaints
about the study, you can contact the investigator, Maria Hubbard at (901) 606-3028. You
may also contact the researcher’s faculty advisor Amanda Rockinson-Szapkiw at (757)
839-2120. If you have any questions about your rights as a volunteer in this research,
contact the Institutional Review Board staff at the University of Memphis at 901-6782705 or email irb@memphis.edu. We will give you a signed copy of this consent to take
with you.
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STATEMENT OF CONSENT
I have had the opportunity to consider the information in this document. I have asked any
questions needed for me to decide about my participation. I understand that I can ask
additional questions through the study.
By signing below, I volunteer to participate in this research. I understand that I am not
waiving any legal rights. I have been given a copy of this consent document. I understand
that if my ability to consent for myself changes, my legal representative or I may be
asked to consent again prior to my continued participation.
As described above, you will be audio recorded while performing the activities described
above. Audio recording will be used for transcription of the interview. Initial the space
below if you consent to the use of audio recording as described in this document.
____ I agree to the use of audio recording.

Name of Adult

Signature of Adult

Participant

Participant

Date

Researcher Signature (To be completed at the time of Informed Consent)
I have explained the research to the participant and answered all of his/her questions. I
believe that he/she understand the information described in this consent and freely
consent to participate.

Name of Research

Signature of Research

Team Member

Team Member
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Appendix C: Phone Scripts for Study Participant Recruitment and Selection
Acknowledgement Phone Script for Alternate Study Participants. I acknowledged
respondents who submitted an informed consent form and were not selected for the study by
phone to let each know the outcome of the selection process and ask if they agree to be alternate
study participants.

Hello ______,
Thank you for signing and returning the informed consent form. You were not selected to
participate in this study at this time. Are you interested in being an alternate study participant?
Changes may occur that will reopen this opportunity for you. May I keep your contact
information just in case something does? Thank you very much!

Phone script outlining my invitation to the study and questions I will use for purposeful
sampling

Hello ______, I am calling you today to follow up on the email I sent you on [DATE].
We met during your attendance at the Exploring Leadership program [PROGRAM DATES]
where you were a participant and I was the program’s co-facilitator along with Ed Garrison. As
mentioned in the email, I am researching women’s leadership development and the Exploring
Leadership program is the setting. The reason I am asking you to consider participating is
because you demonstrated excellent communication skills while in the program that week. Your
verbal interactions with your program co-participants was expressive and articulate and it was
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evident that you were thinking deeply about what you were experiencing and how you were
experiencing it.

This study needs participants who are willing and available to share their experiences. May I ask
a few questions to determine your suitability for this particular study?
•

What was your role within the organization when you attended the Exploring
Leadership program?

•

What is your current role within the organization?

If the study participant answers “no” to any question below, she is excluded from the
study.
•

Did you have experiences during the program that were particularly enjoyable or
particularly tense?

•

Do you feel your participation in this program helped you develop as a leader?

•

Are you willing to share your personal thoughts about your participation in the
Exploring Leadership program?

•

Are you available for a one-to-one interview sometime Feb 5 – 14?

What questions can I answer for you about the study or about why I’m asking you to
participate in this study? Thank you very much!

Phone Script to use for Recruiting Study Participants. If fewer than five study pool members
return a signed consent form, I will contact members individually by phone and use this script to
recruit participation until the desired sample is reached.

124

Hello ______,
I’m calling about the upcoming study about women’s experiences at the Exploring
Leadership program. I sent you an email a few days ago asking you to review, sign, and return a
consent form. I don’t recall getting a response from you. Did you receive my email? If you are
interested in participating in this study, may I add your name to the list? If you are undecided,
what questions about the study can I answer for you?
I am studying women’s experiences with leadership development for the purpose of
contributing to current research aimed at improving the design, development, and facilitation of
these programs. To do this, I want to start by better understanding what women participants
experience in programs like Exploring Leadership. Specifically, I’m asking for three pieces of
information that will take about two hours of your time to contribute over a period of about three
weeks in February. The first piece of information is a drawing activity you do on your own. This
activity should take about 30 minutes to complete. Then I’ll ask you to spend about 60 minutes
in a one-to-one interview with me to answer 10 questions and to walk me through the drawing
activity you completed on your own. Scan and send the drawing to me as an email attachment so
that I can follow along with you. The interview can take place in person or over the phone and it
will be recorded so that it can be transcribed. I will share the transcription with you so you can
check it for accuracy and completeness. The third activity is a letter that you compose to an
anonymous future female participant of the Exploring Leadership program. This activity might
take 30 minutes to complete. Thank you very much!
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Appendix D: Script for Researcher Bracketing
At the beginning of each audio recorded individual interview, I read the following script into the
record:
My name is Maria Hubbard and I am conducting a study on women’s experiences with
leadership development in an outdoor-based experiential training program. It is my intent to
bracket out my personal biases and perceptions by asking the study participant semi-structured
and open-ended items during this interview with special attention probes that could be
considered as leading the subject. For the record, I am the curriculum developer and cofacilitator of this outdoor-based experiential training program as well as the researcher. I am also
an employee of the organization that sponsors this leadership development program for its
employees. Thank you.
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Appendix E: Email Notifications to Study Participants
Email notification #1: Introduction. All 38 members of the potential participant pool will
receive an email notification informing them that I am conducting a research project as a
graduate student of the University of Memphis. The notification will also introduce the study,
explain the reason I am reaching out to them, and it will outline study participant activities and
the expected time commitment. It also expresses the approximate investment of time required to
participate. The introductory email requests a response in three days. I will contact each potential
participant who responds positively to the email introduction by phone to thank them for
considering participating in this study, to provide more detail about the activities, to clarify
the expected investment of time, and to answer their questions about the study.

Hello ________,
I’m reaching out to you to ask if you would be interested in participating in a research
project about your experience with the outdoor-based experiential training program called
Exploring Leadership, which you experienced in MM/DD-DD/YYYY. I am conducting this
research project as a graduate student at the University of Memphis. This study aims to
contribute to ongoing studies of women’s leadership development by examining factors within
this program that helped or hindered your personal leadership development growth and by
considering the effect of gender-biased behavior, if any, that you might have experienced during
the program.
Your personal experience within the Exploring Leadership program relayed by you in
your own voice is essential to better understanding the phenomenon of leadership development
for women and it can ultimately lead to important program improvements. If you agree to
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participate in this study, I will ask you to do three things that will take about two hours of your
time to complete over a period of about three weeks in February. First, I will ask you to create a
timeline of your week at the program and indicate the high points and low points of the weeklong program. This should take about 30 minutes. Then, I will ask you to sit for an interview
with me in person or by phone. This activity could take up to 60 minutes and it will be audio
recorded. Lastly, I will ask you to compose a three-paragraph letter to an anonymous future
female participant of this same program where you will share your perspectives, wisdom, and
anything you want her to know about your experience with the program. This activity could take
about 30 minutes to complete.
Please respond to this email within three days to let me know if you are interested in
participating in this research project. I will follow up with you by phone accordingly. Thanks so
much for your consideration.
Email notification #2: Informed Consent. All members of the potential participant pool who
respond positively to Email #1 will receive Email notification #2 that introduces the
informed consent form and instructions. This form details the study’s background, its objective,
what the participant is being asked to do, the approximate investment of the study participant’s
time, compensation, risk factors, and contact information for me and my advising
professor. Instructions are to print, read, sign, and return the signed form to me as a
scanned email attachment to confirm their acceptance to be a study participant.

Hello __________,
Thank you for your continued interest in this research project about your experiences at
the Exploring Leadership program. As a reminder, I am conducting this research project as a
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graduate student at the University of Memphis. Attached to this email is an Informed Consent
Form that details the study’s background, its objective, your role as a study participant, and the
approximate investment of your time for this study. If you are interested in participating in this
study, please print, read, complete, and return the sign the form to me within three days as a
scanned email attachment.
Once I receive your signed consent form, I will send you the details about the three study
activities, which are to:
1) create a timeline of your program week highlighting the high’s and low’s of your week,
2) sit for a one-to-one interview with me in person or by phone, and
3) compose a short letter you will write to a future anonymous female participant of this
program.
Altogether, these three activities should take about two hours of your time over a three-week
period in February. I’m looking forward to hearing about your experiences.
Thank you again for your consideration. Please call me at 901-606-3028 if you have any
questions.
Email notification #3: Acknowledgement and Privacy Measures. Upon receipt of the consent
forms, I will use purposeful sampling to select at least five study participants from the pool of
signed consent forms. An email sent to each of study participant will acknowledge receipt of the
signed consent form and inform her selection to be a study participant. The email will reiterate
the time commitment for the study and explain ways the privacy of each study participant will be
protected. Specifically, names will be protected by the use of pseudonyms. Information collected
from each study participant will be labeled as Study Participant #1, #2, #3, #4, and #5. All data
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collected for the study participants will be digitized and stored in a password-protected folder on
my personal computer.

Hello __________,
Thank you for returning your signed consent form. You have been selected to participate
in a three-part study about your experiences at the Exploring Leadership program. Participation
in this research project that I am conducting as a graduate student at the University of Memphis
will require about two hours of your time over a period of about three weeks in February. This
note outlines the measures taken to ensure your privacy and protect the confidentiality of the
information you provide as part of this study.
Pseudonyms will be used in place of names to ensure your privacy as a study participant.
All information collected as part of the study will be identified by a participant number (Study
Participant #1, #2, #3, etc.) This includes the information you provide for the timeline drawing,
the audio-recorded interview and transcript, and the letter to a future participant. All information
collected for this study will be digitized and stored in a password-protected folder on my
personal computer. This includes your signed consent form, any notes I make during our
interview, sketches or photos that you freely share with me and any other information or artifacts
you wish to include in this study.
Next, you will receive a long email with instructions for each of the study activities. Thank you
again for your consideration. Please call me at 901-606-3028 if you have any questions.
Email Notification #4: Detailed Instructions for Study Participants. This study is comprised
of three data collection activities. They are: 1) an artistic expression/timeline drawing executed
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by the study participant depicting the high’s and low’s she experienced during the program
week, 2) an in-person interview comprised of 10 items designed to prompt the study participant
to recall and relay her personal experiences within the OBET program, and 3) a letter composed
by the study participant to an anonymous future female program participant that relays
observations, advice, and wisdom related to her experiences within the OBET program or about
women’s leadership development in general.

Hello __________,
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research project about women’s experiences
with leadership development in the outdoor-based experiential training program called Exploring
Leadership. I have received your signed informed consent form and we can now proceed with
the study activities.
The three activities mentioned in the previous note are to 1) create a timeline drawing of your
program week highlighting the high’s and low’s of the week as you experienced them, 2) sit for a
one-to-one interview with me, and 3) compose a short letter to a future participant of this
program. Here are the details for all three activities.
1. Create a timeline of your week-long experience at the program and call out the high’s
and low’s by day of the week. The image below is an example of a complete timeline.
Also, please see the attached high-level program agenda. It may help you recall the
activities you participated in each day.
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2. Sit for a one-to-one interview. I will call you to set a date and time for a 60-minute oneto-one interview, which can be in person or by phone. At this interview, I will ask 10
questions about your experiences during the program and then ask you to walk me
through your timeline drawing of the high’s and low’s of your week-long experience at
the program. If our interview is conducted over the phone, please scan and send your
drawing to me so that I can follow along with you. This interview will be audio recorded
and your answers will be transcribed into a document. I will share the transcribed
interview with you so that you can check it for accuracy and alert me to anything that
needs clarification.
3. Compose a three-paragraph letter to an anonymous future female participant. The
final activity is a letter that you will compose to an anonymous future female participant
that answers the question, “Given your participation in this leadership development
program, what message would you convey to a future participant about your
experience?” The letter should be comprised of three paragraphs. Use the first paragraph
to introduce yourself as a prior program participant and express your connection to the
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Exploring Leadership program. Use the second paragraph to convey your thoughts about
your experience in the program. The third paragraph is your closing message. You may
use this paragraph to relay any personal wisdom you may want to share related to the
program or about leadership development for women in general. Type the letter into the
body of an email and send it to me within one week of the interview.
Your investment of time should be about two hours for all three activities and your
participation is voluntary. Let me know if you are interested in participating. I’ll follow up with
you by phone in the next couple of days to schedule the in-person interview and answer any
questions you may have. Thanks so much!
Email Notification #5: Special instructions for the timeline drawing. The first data collection
point is an artistic expression activity. This data point aligns with the research question, How do
women experience leadership development in an OBET program? by allowing the study
participant to describe what she perceived as emotional, physical, or psychological high points
and low points within the program. In advance of the in-depth interview, each study participant
will create a timeline drawing of their week-long experience in the OBET program that depicts
the high points and low points by day beginning with Sunday where all participants board a bus
at the point of origin and travel to the OBET facility and extending to Friday where preparations
to return to the point of origin are made. The study participant brings this drawing to her one-toone interview where she will be asked to explain what experiences created the high and low
points throughout the week.

Hello __________,
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Here are the specific instructions for the drawing activity. Start the week-long calendar
with boarding the bus in Memphis on Sun and end with the return trip on Fri. Use the program
agenda, your pad-folio, and even the Cluster photos to refresh your recollection of the time, the
place, and the people around you.
1) Obtain a blank sheet of standard 8.5x11 inch paper and a writing instrument.
2) Orient the sheet to landscape and fold the sheet in half such that the top of the page
meets the bottom.
3) Open the sheet and draw a line across the center of the page from left to right along
the fold. The top half will represent high points of the program. Mark a letter “H” in
the far left side of the page as a label. The bottom half represents low points of the
program. Mark a letter “L” in the far left side of the page as a label.
4) Draw six vertical lines across the page about two inches apart and label them as the
days of the program week Sun, Mon, Tue, Wed, Thu, and Fri. See the sample image
below.
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5) Beginning in the column labeled “Sunday” and starting at the horizontal line in the
fold, draw a continuous line in curves to represent high points and low points on each
day of the week-long program through Friday morning which is the conclusion of the
program. Provide a short explanation at each curve to better understand what
experiences she considered high, low, or moderate and what made them so. For
example, a high point on the curve may denote a particularly powerful experience. A
low point on the curve may denote a personal failure, a disappointment, or an
awkward experience. A moderate or unchanged curve close to the center line may
denote indifference with the learning point, with the activity, with the facilitators, or
with the other program participants. See the sample image below.

Sun

Mon

Tue

Personal
breakthroughphysical

Team
breakthroughpsychological

Wed

Anticipation

Team
reformed
after a
communication failure

Thu

Did not like
the team
activity; Felt
not in
control

I’ll ask you to walk through this drawing at our interview. Thank you!
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Fri
Happy to be
going home;
Feeling a bit
changed

Email Notification #6: Special instructions for the letter to a future participant. At the end
of the interview, each study participant was asked to compose a letter in three paragraphs that
answers the question, “Given your participation in this OBET program for leadership
development, what message would you convey to a future participant about your experience?” In
the first paragraph, the study participant introduces herself as a prior program participant,
expresses her connection to the program, and any personal or professional interest she may have
had in the program. The second paragraph serves as the study participant's central message that
focuses on what she wants the future program participant to know or any experience she wishes
to convey. The third paragraph is a closing message that may be used to relay any personal
wisdom about the program, her personal experience with the program, or her thoughts about
leadership development for women in general. The letter was typed into the body of an email for
ease of composition and to mitigate penmanship issues. Instructions were to send this letter
within one week of the interview.
Hello _______,
Thank you again for your time. Your responses to the interview questions has given me
much to think about as a researcher and as a program developer/facilitator. The final activity of
this research project is a letter you write to an anonymous female future participant of the same
Exploring Leadership program. Here are the specific instructions.
1) Write the letter in the body of an email addressed to me.
2) In the letter can be written in three paragraphs.
a. Paragraph 1: Introduce yourself as a prior program participant, how you came to
be a participant in the program, and any personal or professional interest you may
have had in the program.
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b. Paragraph 2: Deliver your central message. Focus on what you want the reader to
know or convey a specific experience you had that you wish to her to know about.
c. Paragraph 3: This is your closing message. Here you may relay any personal
wisdom about the program, anything you feel is important to share about your
personal experience with the Exploring Leadership program or about leadership
development for women in general.
Please send this activity to me before this Fri, Feb 21. Let me know if you need more time.
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Appendix F: Artistic Expression/Timeline Drawing
Each of the seven study participants was asked to make a timeline drawing of their week-long
experience in the OBET program. A curved line was used to indicate the highs and lows of her
week. These were explained in detail during the one-to-one interview.
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Appendix G: Explication of the Data
A spreadsheet was used to sort the interview responses from the study participants by research
question. The data are arranged texturally and structurally according to the semi-structured
interview item.
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